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Chapter 1 
The Liberal Self: Wordsworth and Barrett Browning 
 
I really believe I am disinterested! At least I feel as if I moved and breathed not for myself! 
²Elizabeth Barrett³*OLPSVHVLQWRP\RZQOLIHDQGOLWHUDU\FKDUDFWHU´1 
 
The Excursion is to the Wordsworthian what it can never be to the disinterested lover of 
poetry, ² a satisfactory work. 
²Mathew Arnold, Preface to The Poems of Wordsworth2 
 
This chapter considers the ways that nineteenth-century poetry dramatizes the 
formation of the liberal self. It explores the negotiation between the individual and the 
social that is carried out in poetry by William Wordsworth and Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning and it recognizes this dialectic as the motivating dilemma of a liberal 
poetic, a dilemma that finds expression in a variety of contexts, from the small social 
unit of a marriage, to the international arena of liberal republicanism. I begin by 
tracking the way ideas about the social self are understood and articulated by a liberal 
philosophical tradition, focusing on developing discourses of interest, disinterest and 
indifference in John Locke and John Stuart Mill.3 I then read The Excursion by 
Wordsworth (1814) and Aurora Leigh by Barrett Browning (1856) as long poems that 
seek to accommodate individual interest within the disinterested, or mutually 
interested, structures of nature and society.  
The two epigraphs that begin this chapter allude to the dynamic relationship 
between interest and disinterest that I characterize as liberal. The first, taken from 
³Glimpses into my own Life and Literary Character´ an autobiographical fragment 
written by a young Elizabeth Barrett, is one of a number of early examples of the 
\RXQJSRHW¶Vapplication of Lockean doctrine to her own developing character. Her 
declaration of disinterest can barely suppress the enthusiastic self-interest that bursts 
forth onto the page. The repeated use of the first person pronoun, the passionate 
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exclamations and even the cRQVWUXFWLRQ³not for myself´ which asserts the self while 
avowing to deny it, all suggest that at the point of writing Barrett, although 
determined to move and breathe for some other person or cause, could not bring 
anything other than herself to mind. Disinterest is at once challenged and enlivened 
by a deeply felt individuality. 7KHSRHW¶VVWURQJVHQVHRIVHOIERWKGULYHVKHU
commitment to disinterest and puts it at risk. The second epigraph takes us back to the 
original liberal literary critic, Matthew Arnold, who directs his disinterested gaze first 
and foremost towards poetry. /LNH%DUUHWW¶VHVVD\, $UQROG¶VFRPPHQW makes room for 
both the interested and the disinterested reDGHU$UQROG¶VZRUGVDUHRQ one hand, 
GHFLVLYH7KHLUGLVPLVVDORI:RUGVZRUWK¶V long poem is uncontroversial in its accord 
with other Victorian readers²notably John Stuart Mill²who judged the work to be 
an aesthetic, if not a philosophical, failure.4 And yet a certain ambivalence haunts his 
syntax, so that in saying what he means, that The Excursion is an unsatisfactory work, 
Arnold allows an opposite perspective, that The Excursion is, to the Wordsworthian, a 
satisfactory work, to be heard. ³6DWLVIDFWRU\´ is, to be sure, dry praise. Nevertheless, 
by framing his assessment of Wordsworth in this way, Arnold perhaps exposes his 
own Wordsworthian bias: Arnold the disinterested lover of poetry makes room for 
Arnold the interested reaGHUDILJXUHWRZKRPWKHQDPH³ORYHU´ might more naturally 
belong. $UQROG¶VUHPDUNVDUHHVSHFLDOO\apt because he judges The Excursion on its 
own terms, attempting to regard it with the indifferent gaze of the Wanderer, whose 
perspective dominates the early part of the poem. This chapter considers Barrett 
Browning, like Arnold, as a pupil of Wordsworthian disinterest. It begins by tracing 
the shift from classical to Victorian liberalism via the discourse of interest and 
disinterest that occupies the ontological and political philosophy of John Locke and 
John Stuart Mill, and goes on to identify a similar philosophical/poetic transition 
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between the work of Wordsworth and Barrett Browning. It argues that in Aurora 
Leigh Barrett Browning VKRZVKHUVHOIWREHKHLUWR:RUGVZRUWK¶V³unsatisfactory´ 
text and pupil of what Elaine Hadley has described as liberalism¶V ³interested 
disinterest´DFKDUDFWHULVWLFWKDW likewise constitutes the formal balancing act of the 
Victorian liberal poetic.5  
 
Indifference and Interest in John Locke and John Stuart Mill 
 
:KHUHDV$UQROG¶VDVVHVVPHQWRIThe Excursion is informed by a disinterested 
aesthetic taste, the philosophical inheritance of David Hume and Immanuel Kant,6 in 
³*OLPSVHV into my own life and literary character´%DUUHWW commits herself to an 
avowedly political kind of disinterest. She JRHVRQWRH[FODLP³I always imagine I 
ZDVVHWRQWKHHDUWKIRUVRPHSXUSRVH>«@7RVXIIHULQWKHFDXVHRIIUHHGRP´7 By 
connecting disinterest with freedom Barrett aligns herself once more with John 
Locke, who bases his argument for the establishment of a political society on a 
perceived need to balance the various interests of a collection of free individuals. In 
Two Treatises of Government Locke argues that the principal marker of human 
freedom is property and he defines freedom as WKHIUHHGRPPHQKDYH³to order their 
Actions and dispose of their Possessions and Persons as they see fit´8 Persons and 
possessions are one and the same for Locke, who views the body as the principal 
God-given possession from whiFKDOORWKHUSURSHUW\GHULYHV³every man has Property 
in his own Person´9 ³,QWHUHVW´ is a term employed by Locke in conjunction with 
SURSHUW\³Paternal Affection secuUHGWKHLU3URSHUW\DQG,QWHUHVW´),10 and is associated 
with the kinds of human motivations that derive from the ownership of property. 
Interest is therefore often the sourcHRIKXPDQHUURUDQGFRQIOLFW³For though the Law 
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of Nature be plain and intelligible to all rational Creatures; yet Man being biased by 
their Interest, >«@DUHQRWDSWWRDOORZLWDVD/DZELQGLQJWRWKHPLQWKHDSSOLFDtion 
of it to their particular Cases´11 Civil society exists to avoid a state of war by 
establishing a system of government that will judge according to the laws that uphold 
the state of nature (i.e. ³SHUIHFWIUHHGRP´) unmoved by questions of individual 
LQWHUHVW³In the State of Nature there wants a known and indifferent Judge, with 
Authority to determine all differences according to the established Law´12 /RFNH¶V
liberal state is thereby conceived as an artificial structure, a necessary compromise of 
natural freedom, acting indifferently to address the problems inherent to the 
conflicting interests that make up human society.   
Indifference is a near-synonym for disinterest; but its more modern 
associations with apathy or lack of concern mean that criticism often understands 
/RFNH¶VDGYRFDF\RILQGLIIHUHQFH to be the thing that divides his political philosophy 
from later iterations of liberalism.13 Crucially, however, Locke is not an advocate of 
absolute indifference. Setting out his theory of the indifferent mind in the Essay 
Concerning Human Understanding, he emphasizes its dangers:  
A perfect Indifferency of the Mind, not determinable by its last judgement of 
the Good or Evil, that is thought to attend its Choice, would be so far from 
being an advantage and excellency of any intellectual Nature that it would be 
as great an imperfection as the want of Indifferency [...]14  
 
For Locke, complete indifference is as bad as total self-interest. ³Perfect´ or absolute, 
³Indifferency of Mind´ equates to a moral and intellectual vacuity that might lead to 
the kinds of irrational license that, what Ruth Grant characterizes as /RFNH¶V
³cautious liberalism,´ seeks to defend against.15 Indifference must therefore be 
determined (which I take to mean framed, measured and limited) by divinely authored 
moral absolutes. /RFNH¶VFDUHIXOTXDOLILFDWLRQof the indifferent mind emphasizes that 
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indifference, rather than being a good in itself, only has value when placed in the 
service of the good.  
Of the Conduct of the Understanding /RFNH¶VSRVWKXPRXVO\SXEOLVKHG
addendum to The Essay is less chary of indifference and establishes its value more 
securely. Conduct is, as its title suggests, a kind of conduct book for the mind: a set of 
practical guidelines by which the mind might be disciplined to right thinking. As such 
it acts as a bridge between the concerns of the Essay and the Treatises, offering the 
mind as the means by which a just state might be conceived and maintained. 
Indifference is the keystone of this bridge. In the two sections of this short essay that 
he devotes to indifference Locke describes indifference as the means by which the 
understanding frees itself from the habits and passions of prejudice: 
He that by indifferency for all but truth suffers not his assent to go faster than 
his evidence, nor beyond it, will learn to examine and examine fairly instead 
of presuming and nobody will be in danger for want of embracing those truths 
which are necessary in his station and circumstances. In any other way but this 
all the world are born to orthodoxy.16 
 
Just as in the Essay indifference is determined by questions of good and evil, here 
indifference is anchored to a concern for truth so that it can operate as part of a 
rational moral framework. Although Conduct is concerned with the workings of the 
individual mind, LWLVHYLGHQWIURP/RFNH¶VUHIHUHQFHWRDSHUVRQ¶V³VWDWLRQ´DQG
³FLUFXPVWDQFHV´ that Locke is interested in the way the mind or understanding effects 
DQLQGLYLGXDO¶V engagement with a socio-political arena. /RFNH¶V account of 
indifference teeters between conservatism and progressivism: the indifferent mind is 
what a person needs in order to perceive only those truths that relate to her social rank 
and role; but it is only through the exercise of indifferent judgement that humanity 
will look beyond the orthodoxies of public doctrine that it inherits.  
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/RFNH¶VUHFRJQLWLRQRIWKHLQGLIIHUHQW individual as a social being leads back 
to Two Treatises, where the mind hands authority to the indifferent state apparatus, 
ZKLFKUHKHDUVHVWKHPLQG¶VVWUXFWXUHVDQGSUDFWLFHVHYHQDVLWWDNHVWKHPLQG¶VSODFH 
And thus all private judgement of every particular member being excluded, 
the Community comes to be Umpire, by settled standing rules, indifferent, and 
the same to all parties; and by Men having Authority from the Community, for 
the execution of those Rules, decides all the differences that may happen 
EHWZHHQDQ\PHPEHUVRIWKDW6RFLHW\FRQFHUQLQJDQ\PDWWHURIULJKW>«@17  
 
In the same way that Conduct draws attention to the social situation of the individual, 
Two Treatises acknowledges the individuals acting on behalf of the community, who 
must exercise indifference in the decision and execution of the laws of the state. 
Locke argues that political institutions enshrine and curtail the freedom of the 
individual, extending and formalizing in law the authority of the individual mind over 
itself in a way that acknowledges self and society as deeply implicated, the one with 
the other.  
John Stuart Mill further develops the relationship between the artificial forms 
and procedures of the state and the condition of the individual.  He theorizes a liberal 
state that is not only constituted by but also works to constitute the liberal self, and he 
defines Victorian liberalism against its classical liberal inheritance through the 
vocabulary of interest.18 Whereas Locke understands interest in terms of individual 
identity and individual property and attempts to separate questions of interest from the 
just operations of the mind and the state, Mill conceives interest as potentially 
communal: a tie that binds individuals together, rather than, or as well as, a potential 
cause of social conflict. This formulation of mutual interest is evident from the 
beginning of the first chapter of On Liberty: 
No argument, we may suppose, can now be needed, against permitting a 
legislature or an executive, not identified in interest with the people, to 
prescribe opinions to them, and determine what doctrines or what arguments 
they shall be allowed to hear.19 
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Mill begins his discussion of free speech by acknowledging the work of philosophical 
and political history in establishing the principle of elected government. This work is, 
in part, the work of Locke, whose Two Treatises makes the case against absolute 
monarchy. However, in acknowledging a debt to Locke, Mill employs the vocabulary 
of interest in a way that Locke does not recognize, describing the legislature, not as 
indifferent/disintHUHVWHGEXWDVDERG\WKDWLV³LGHQWLILHGLQLQWHUHVW´ with the 
individuals it governs.  
Shared interest becomes for Mill the foundation of a progressive liberal 
society and the means by which the individual is realized as citizen. Whereas Locke 
describes an indifferent judiciary whose only role is to arbitrate the various claims of 
LQGLYLGXDOLQWHUHVW0LOO¶VVWDWe has interests of its own which must be balanced 
against those of its individual members: 
To individuality should belong the part of life in which it is chiefly the 
individual that is interested; to society, the part which chiefly interests 
society.20 
 
Mill continues to insist that the interests of the individual are greater than those of 
society, but his rhetoric consistently articulates the virtue of individual freedom in the 
context of social progress. Whereas Locke associates indifference with the virtues (as 
well as the dangers) of natural freedom, its formal detachment imperfectly replicated 
by the liberal state; Mill can find no place for indifference within his mutually 
interested society. He states that his doctrine is QRW³one of selfish indifference, which 
pretends that human beings have no business wiWKHDFKRWKHU¶VFRQGXFWLQOLIH´DQG
DVNV³+RZ>«@FDQDQ\SDUWRIWKHFRQGXFWRIDPHPEHURIVRFLHW\EHDPDWWHURI
indLIIHUHQFHWRWKHRWKHUPHPEHUV"´21 Mill employs a Lockean lexicon on these 
occasiRQVLQDZD\WKDWSUHVHQWVDGLUHFWFKDOOHQJHWR/RFNH¶VOLEHUDOSKLORVRSK\
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bluntly reading the indifferent mind as a selfish mind in order to dismiss it in favor of 
the socially responsible mind of the Victorian liberal. 
Mill contends that dialogue between differently interested parties provides the 
means to achieve the balance of interest required for the formation of the liberal state. 
Whereas Locke asserts that truth is the goal of the individual mind, which reasons out 
of experience, Mill asserts that right thinking iVFROODERUDWLYHWKHUHVXOWRI³discussion 
and experience. Not RIH[SHULHQFHDORQH´ a statement that presents a direct challenge 
to LockH¶VLQGLIIHUHQWHPSLULFLVP22 Once more, multiple interests are viewed by Mill 
as a route to community rather than conflict, supplying different parts of a whole: 
³conflicting doctrines, instead of being one true and the other false, share the truth 
between them´23 0LOO¶VOLEHUDOPHWKRGRORJ\³the steady habit of correcting and 
completing his own opinion by collating it with those of others´ which models itself 
on a Platonic dialogic,24 therefore corresponds more readily to multi-vocal literary 
forms²the drama, the novel²than to the monologic egoism of poetry. Nevertheless, 
Wordsworth and Barrett Browning, pupils, like Mill, of classical liberalism, seek to 
develop a modern philosophical poetry that engages with dialogic structures, testing 
the limits of poetic form.  
On Liberty was published in 1859, three years after the publication of Aurora 
Leigh0LOO¶VWH[W is a self-consciously moderQGRFXPHQWZULWWHQWRDGGUHVV³the 
stage of progress into which the more civilized portions of the species have now 
entered´25 The progress that it describes and to which it contributes is also the work 
of The Excursion and Aurora Leigh, which together develop a poetics of liberal 
selfhood that interrogates its philosophical inheritance, testing indifference and 
experimenting with democratic, dramatic forms of interested disinterest.   
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³We cannot hHOSVXVSHFWLQJWKH\DUHOLEHUDO´: Wordsworth and The Excursion 
 
Two smaller observations concerning Of the Conduct of the Understanding 
point to ways that Lockean indifference/disinterest might inform a reading of The 
Excursion and Aurora Leigh as works WKDWHQJDJHZLWKDQGGHYHORS/RFNH¶V classical 
liberal model. The first is to do with the long and the short of the liberal mind: 
>«@LIDPDQFDQEULQJKLVPLQGRQFHWREHSRVLWLYHDQGILHUFHIRUSRVLWLRQV
whose evidence he has never once examined, and that in matters of great 
concernment to him, what shall keep him from being in the short and easy way 
of being in the right in cases of less moment?26 
 
Thus being content with this short and very imperfect use of his 
understanding, he never troubles himself to seek out methods of improving his 
mind, and lives all his life without any notion of close reasoning in a 
continued connection of a long train of consequences from sure foundations, 
such as is requisite for the making out and clearing most of the speculative 
truths most men own to believe and are most concerned in >«@\RXPD\DV
well set a countryman who scarce knows the figures and never cast up a sum 
RIWKUHHSDUWLFXODUVWRVWDWHDPHUFKDQW¶VORQJDFFRXQWDQGILQGWKHWUXHEDODQFH
of it.27 
 
/RFNH¶VODQJXDJHLQWKHVHVHFWLRQVLQYLWHVZKDWPLJKWEHGHVFULEHGDVDIRUPDOLVW
reading of liberal indifference whereby knowledge is understood as the achievement 
of certain long measures of time and space. Employing a somewhat idiosyncratic turn 
of phraVH/RFNHUHSHDWHGO\GUDZVWKHUHDGHU¶VDWWHQWLRQWRWKHQHFHVVDU\length of 
true and indifferent understanding.28 +HVXJJHVWVWKDWWRFRQGXFWRQH¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJ
according to passionate self-interest is to take a kind of intellectual and moral short 
cut anGJRHVRQWRDUJXHWKDWWKLV³VKRUW´ way of life becomes habitual, so that the 
understanding must be trained to reason at length in order avoid falling into the trap of 
unthinking orthodoxy.  
The second observation concerns a single section of Conduct, titled 
³:DQGHULQJ´: 
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That there is constant succession and flux of ideas in our minds I have 
observed in the former part of this essay and everyone may take notice of it in 
himself. This I suppose may deserve some part of our care in the conduct of 
our understandings; and I think it may be of great advantage if >«@some 
foreign and unsought ideas will offer themselves, that yet we might be able to 
reject them and keep them from taking off our minds from its present pursuit 
and hinder them from running away with our thoughts quite from the subject 
in hand. This is not, I suspect, so easy to be done as perhaps may be imagined; 
and yet, for ought I know, this may be, if not the chief, yet one of the great 
differences that carry some men in their reasoning so far beyond others, where 
they seem to be naturally of equal parts. A proper and effectual remedy for 
this wandering of thoughts I would be glad to find.29 
 
This section cautions those engaged on the long work of the understanding against the 
perils of distraction. The lengths that the understanding must take are conceived as a 
MRXUQH\D³SXUVXLW´ during which the mind might be hijacked, its thoughts carried 
away from the appointed path. Whereas the other failures of right understanding 
described in Conduct are put down to a lack of mental exertion, wandering is 
understood differently, as a natural inclination that cannot be helped. It occurs as the 
UHVXOWRIWKHPLQG¶VOHQJWK\H[HUWLRQVDQGLVSHUKDSVDV\PSWRPRILQGLIIHUHQFHWDken 
to excess, so that the mind strays beyond the determined course of the will and 
meanders towards a state of negative liberty.  
The Excursion is a poem concerned both with formal and philosophical 
questions of length and with the temptations of wandering.30 :RUGVZRUWK¶VORQJ
poem, published in 1814, follows the journey of a poet-narrator and records his 
encounters with the Wanderer, the Solitary and the Pastor, incorporating their stories 
into his narrative. The title of the poem, which refers to a kind of wayward or 
digressive progress that can be either geographical or conversational, announces its 
philosophical formalism, describing the inextricable relationVKLSEHWZHHQWKHSRHW¶V
journey and his developing train of thought, both of which are expressed by the 
SRHP¶VUDPEOLQJstructure.31 An excursion is also a journey away from a fixed spot or 
a determined course, a kind of movement that takes place in deviant relation to 
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another journey or location. As such WKHWLWOHDOVRH[SUHVVHV:RUGVZRUWK¶V intention 
that the poem would make up one part of a grand philosophic epic, called The 
Recluse, described in the preface as ³a long and laborious Work, which is to consist of 
three parts.´32 By framing The Excursion as a long poem that is to be part of an even 
longer one:RUGVZRUWKWDNHV/RFNH¶VFRPPLWPHQWWR length to an extreme and 
appears to open itself to the pleasures and perils of wandering. 
When Francis Jeffrey, in his famously scathing review of The Excursion, 
GHFODUHG³This will never do´ the scale of the work was among the principal causes 
of his dismay: 
:KDW0U:RUGVZRUWK¶VLGHDVRIOHQJWKDUHZHKDYHQRPHDQVRIDFFXUDWHO\
judging: but we cannot help suspecting that they are liberal, to a degree that 
will alarm the weakness of most modern readers.33 
 
-HIIUH\¶VMRNHLVRIFRXUVHWKDW:RUGVZRUWKYLHZVThe Excursion¶Vmore than 9000 
lines as a mere fragment of a long poem, thereby achieving new heights in the 
egoistic long-windedness for which he had already earned a considerable reputation. 
Jeffrey goeVRQWRFRPSODLQRIWKHSRHP¶V³long words, long sentences and unwieldy 
phrases,´ deVFULELQJWKH³SURGLJLRXVOHQJWK´ oIWKH6ROLWDU\¶VVWRU\DQGWKH³UDWKHU
ORQJSUD\HU´ with which the poem concludes, identifying the lengths to which The 
Excursion goes as both its key weakness and its defining formal feature.34 His review 
does not attend much to politics, but his unwitWLQJLQYRFDWLRQRIOLEHUDOLVP³we 
cannot hHOSVXVSHFWLQJWKH\DUHOLEHUDO´) invites a fruitful misreading that points 
towards a relationship between form and content, measure and mind.35 This 
relationship is again implied when Jeffrey hypothesizes that The Excursion is the 
UHVXOWRIWKHSRHW¶V³long habits of seclusion and an excessive ambition of 
RULJLQDOLW\´36 ,WLVWKHSRHW¶V³ORQJKDELWV´ that have produced this overly long poem. 
 40 
:RUGVZRUWKLVDWKLQNHUDIWHU/RFNH¶VORQJPRGHODQGLVWKHUHIRUHHDV\SUH\WR
-HIIUH\¶VVKRUWRSSRUWXQLVWLFZLW 
Thomas De Quincey was also moved to comment on The Excursion¶V
wearisome scale, compODLQLQJWKDW³the big name and the big size are allowed to settle 
LWVUDQN´ and going on to reflect: 
Mere decorum requires that the speakers should be prosy. And you yourself, 
thRXJKVRPHWLPHVGLVSRVHGWRVD\³Do QRZGHDUROGVRXOFXWLWVKRUW´ are 
sensible that he cannot cut it short. Disquisition, in a certain key, can no more 
turn around upon a sixpence than a coach-and-six.37 
 
8QOLNH-HIIUH\'H4XLQFH\UHOXFWDQWO\DFNQRZOHGJHVWKDWWKHSRHP¶VOHQJWKVDUH
proper to the kind of discourse it contains: form is driven, like a coach-and-six, by 
content and is therefore unable to accommodate the short taste of the reader. Charles 
/DPE¶VPRUHV\PSDWKHWLFUHYLHZOLNHZLVHPDNHVDQLPSOLFLWFRQQHFWLRQEHWZHHQ
matters formal and philosophical, ascribing to the poem WKHYDOXHVRI³OLEHUDO
4XDNHULVP´ and singling oXW%RRN,9RIWKHSRHPIRULWV³wide scope of thought and 
long trains of lofty imagery´ praising the ambitious geographies of Wordsworthian 
wisdom and Wordsworthian composition in a single breath.38  
However, it is Samuel Taylor Coleridge who addresses the question of 
philosophy and poetic length most directly: 
Of course I expected the Colors, Music, imaginative Life and Passion of 
Poetry; but the matter and arrangement of Philosophy²not doubting from the 
advantages of the Subject that the Totality of a System was not only capable 
of being harmonized with but even calculated to aid, the unity (Beginning, 
Middle and End) of a Poem. Thus, whatever the Length of the Work might be, 
still it was a determinate Length: of the subject announced each would have its 
own appointed place and excluding repetitions each would relieve and rise in 
interest above the other.39 
 
7KHVHUHPDUNVDUHWDNHQIURP&ROHULGJH¶VEHODWHGUHYLHZRIThe Excursion, written as 
a private letter to Wordsworth in May 1815. :RUGVZRUWK¶VHDUO\SODQVIRUThe 
Recluse were developed in close collaboration with Coleridge; but by the time The 
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Excursion was published, Coleridge and Wordsworth had become estranged and 
Coleridge¶VGLVVDWLVIDFWLRQZLWKThe Excursion is freighted with larger regrets about 
the growing intellectual and emotional distance between himself and his friend. His 
critique RIWKHSRHP¶VLQGHWHUPLQDWHOHQJWK derives from his sense that The Excursion 
is a philosophical failure. &ROHULGJH¶VOHWWHUGHVFULEHVKLV own ambitions for 
:RUGVZRUWK¶V poem, which he hoped ZRXOGEHJLQE\OD\LQJ³DVROLGDQGLPPRYDEOH
foundation for the edifice by removing the sandy sophism of Locke and the mechanic 
dogmatists, and demonstrating that the senses were living growths and development 
RIWKHPLQGDQGVSLULWLQDPXFKMXVWHUDQGKLJKHUVHQVH´40 He invokes the parable of 
the wise and foolish builders in order to compare empiricism and idealism: his 
reference to /RFNH¶V³VDQG\VRSKism´GUDZs attention to the grainy materialism of 
/RFNH¶VHSLVWHPRlogy while also claiming that the material basis of empirical 
philosophy is less substantial than the, in his eyes, more ³VROLG´UHDOLW\RILGHDOIRUPV
&ROHULGJH¶VFRQFHUQZLWK³WRWDO´DQG³GHWHUPLQDWH´IRUPVZKLFKLJQRUHV/RFNH¶V
concern that indifference should only be practiced according to the determining forces 
of Good and Evil, is at odds with the long, laborious, progressivism of Lockean 
thought that, his letter suggests, Wordsworth fails to move beyond.41  
The origins of The Excursion¶V formal indeterminacy might be located with 
the Wanderer, whose perambulating perorations shape the course of the narrative. The 
Wanderer is a revised iteration of The Pedlar, eponymous hero of an early narrative 
poem that, along with a second, The Ruined Cottage, formed the germ of Book 1 of 
The Excursion.42 &RQWHPSRUDU\UHYLHZVLGHQWLI\WKH:DQGHUHUDVWKHSRHP¶VKHUR
frequently associating him more closely with Wordsworth than the poet-narrator of 
the work. Leigh Hunt, in his review for The British Critic, writes:   
Here are no borders, no gravel walks, no square mechanic enclosures. All is 
left loose and irregular in the rude chaos of aboriginal nature. The boundaries 
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RIKLOODQGYDOOH\DUHWKHSRHW¶VRQO\JHRJUDSK\DVZHwander with him 
incessantly over deep beds of moss and waving fern.43 
 
+XQW¶VUHYLHZZKLFKFROODSVHVIRUPDQGFRQWHQWLQWKHREVHUYDWLRQVLWPDNHVDERXW
WKHORRVHLUUHJXODULW\RIWKHSRHP¶VJHRJUDSK\OLNHZLVHDOORZVWKHLGentities of 
Wanderer, poet and reader to slide into one another so that we are led to wander with 
Wordsworth and his characters through the unbounded landscape. A further example 
RIWKLVNLQGRIUHDGLQJLVIRXQGLQ'H4XLQFH\¶VUHYLHZZKLFKIDPRXVO\VXJJHVWVWKDW
the Wanderer might have given the impoverished and bereaved Margaret ³DJXLQHD´
RUDWOHDVW³a little rational advice, whLFKFRVWVQRPRUHWKDQFLYLOLW\´ in place of his 
lengthy metaphysical reflections. De Quincey offers his suggestion as a criticism of 
Wordsworth, who is understood to share, or at least to aspire to the perspective of his 
wandering hero.44 If, as these reviews assume, the indeterminate lengths of poem and 
Wanderer are the same, then wandering, which for Locke was a symptom of the 
individual mind left too freely to its own devices, becomes a similar site of tension for 
The Excursion. Wandering appears both to generate and to compromise the 
philosophical practice of The Excursion. Liberal mind and liberal text are poised on 
the brink of negative liberty, running the risk of becoming indifferent to a fault. 
HowHYHU:RUGVZRUWK¶VUHPDUNVWR(OL]D)HQZLFNLQGLFDWHDPRUHFRPSOH[
relationship between poet, Wanderer and the liberalism that the poem describes: 
>«@ZDQGHULQJZDV>P\SDVVLRQ@EXWWKLVSURSHQVLW\LQPHZDVKDSSLO\
counteracted by inability from want of fortune to fulfil my wishes. But had I 
been born in a class which would have deprived me of what is called a liberal 
education, it is not unlikely that, being strong in body, I should have taken to a 
way of life such as that in which my Pedlar passed the greater part of his 
days.45 
 
Wordsworth characterizes himself as a man prevented from wandering by want of 
fortune, in other words by matters of property or interest.46 Whereas the Wanderer, 
who has retired from his work as a Pedlar (a retirement that takes place in the 
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revisions that rewrite The Ruined Cottage into The Excursion), has thereby 
disengaged his interest from the communities through which he freely passes, 
Wordsworth is prevented from this absolute disinterest by the need to make a living. 
Although Wordsworth is a passionate wanderer, he describes his lack of financial 
LQGHSHQGHQFHDVD³KDSS\´FLUFXPVWDQFH+LVDFFRXQWVXJJHVWVWKDWZDQGHULQJLV an 
enjoyable but ultimately irresponsible passion, one at odds with the social 
responsibility of a Lockean liberal subject. The next sentence continues in the same 
YHLQFLWLQJ:RUGVZRUWK¶V³OLEHUDOHGXFDWLRQ´DVWKHWKLQJWKDWGLVWLQJXLVKHVKLPIURP
his Wanderer. WorGVZRUWKVRXQGVVFHSWLFDODERXW³ZKDWLVFDOOHG´KLVOLEHUDO
education; but he nevertheless suggests that his university education, which ought, in 
theory, to have developed him into a socially interested subject, is a path that, once 
taken, cannot be wandered from.47  
Whereas Wordsworth is both too poor and too middle-class to enjoy the life of 
the Wanderer, the Poet, first-person narrator of The Excursion, is simply not very 
good at wandering. The Poet introduces himself as an inexperienced, unfit wanderer 
³toiling / With languid feet, which by the slippery ground were baffOHG´ (I. 21-2). He 
compares his own uncomfortable work with the image of a dreaming man, who, in a 
VWDWHRI³FDUHOHVV´HDVH³With sidelong eye looks out upon the scene, / By that 
impending covert made more soft, / More low and distant!´ (I. 10, 14-17). This 
imagined condition of perfect indifference that enables the dreamer to achieve a 
distanced perspective ODWHUHGLWLRQVRIWKHSRHPH[FKDQJH³PRUHORZDQGGLVWDQW´IRU
³DILQHUGLVWDQFH´ HPSKDVLVLQJWKHDGYDQWDJHVRIWKHGUHDPHU¶VUHPRYH finds its 
near-realization in the Wanderer who is encountered a few lines later, also lying at 
rest in the shade. However, although the Poet is quite ready to believe that the man he 
meets embodies his imaginary philosopher, the poem draws fine distinctions between 
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the tZR:KHUHDVWKH³GUHDPLQJPDQ´RIWKH3RHW¶VLPDJLQDWLRQ³Extends his careless 
limbs along the IURQW2IVRPHKXJHFDYH´ (I. 10-11), the Wanderer rests on a 
³&RWWDJHEHQFK´E\³a roofless Hut´³Recumbent in the shade, as if asleep; / An iron-
pointed staff lay at KLVVLGH´ (I. 30-7).48 7KH:DQGHUHU¶VUHSRVHWDNHVSODFHZLWKLQ
and is to some small extent enabled by, surroundings that bear the marks of human 
habitation and are therefore different from the natural space of the cave-mouth that 
frames the figure of the dreamer. The staff that the poet notices lying by his side, 
which LVODWHUGHVFULEHGDV³the prized memRULDORIUHOLQTXLVK¶GWRLOV´ (I. 436) is a 
reminder both of the commerce that now sustains him in his retirement and of the 
ultimate frailty of human physicality: its inability to stand alone.49 The poet also 
remarks that he had met the WandeUHUWKHSUHYLRXVGD\³in the middle of the public 
ZD\´ (I. 39), a further reminder of the social bonds and obligations that frame the 
ROGHUPDQ¶VGDLO\OLIH. The Wanderer is therefore nearly but not quite the image of 
perfect freedom that is commensurate ZLWK/RFNH¶V³VWDWHRIQDWXUH´ The comparison 
EHWZHHQGUHDPHUDQG:DQGHUHUWHVWVWKH:DQGHUHU¶VFDSDFLW\IRUDQLQGLIIHUHQFHWKDW
depends on complete freedom from social and economic ties.     
The Poet wilfully ignores the traces of community that distinguish the 
Wanderer from his imaginary dreamer DQGUHSUHVHQWVWKH:DQGHUHU¶VKLVWRU\DVDQ
exemplary account of the cultivation of natural genius. The Wanderer¶VFKLOGKRRG
PXFKOLNH:RUGVZRUWK¶VGHVFULSWLRQRIKLVRZQHDUO\OLIHLQWKHILUVWERRNVRIThe 
Prelude, follows an empiricist model whereby mind is shaped by the formative 
impressions of the natural world: 
 So the foundations of his mind were laid. 
 In such communion, not from terror free, 
 While yet a child, and long before his time, 
 Had he perceived the presence and the power  
Of greatness; anGGHHSIHHOLQJVKDGLPSUHVV¶d 
Great objects on his mind, with portraiture 
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And colour so distinct, that on his mind 
They lay like substances, and almost seemed 
To haunt the bodily sense. (I. 132-9) 
 
The PRHW¶VDFFRXQWPDNHVthe presence of these sublime impressions felt.  The 
PRYHPHQWRIWKHVHQWHQFHIURP³SHUFHLYHG´WR³SUHVHQFH´WR³LPSUHVVHG´WR
³portraiture´ threatens to perplex the form and meaning of the lines by creating a 
pattern of sound that insists itself onto the eye and ear of the reader. By performing or 
restaging the formative experiences of the young Wanderer in this way, the poet 
signals a certain syPSDWK\ZLWKRUORQJLQJIRUWKH:DQGHUHU¶VGHHSO\IHOW
unmediated interchange with nature.50 Like the dreaming man, who takes pleasure 
from this harmonious relationship, the young wanderer is a frequenteURI³FDYHV
IRUORUQ´,WKHLU³IL[¶G OLQHDPHQWV´ framing his experience in the same way that 
WKH³URFN\FHLOLQJ´RIWKHGUHDPHU¶VFDYH³caVWV$WZLOLJKWRILWVRZQ´ (I. 11-12) that 
throws the landscape into relief. These echoes suggest that the Poet imagines the 
Wanderer to have maintained a relationship with nature unmediated by human ties or 
social institutions into mature adulthood.  
TKHZDQGHULQJWKDWGHILQHVWKH:DQGHUHU¶V later years begins in revolt against 
the demands of employment within his local community. When his mother tries to 
SHUVXDGHKLPWRWHDFKLQWKHYLOODJHVFKRROKH³)RXQGWKDWWKHZDQGHULQJVRIKLV
thoughts were often then / A misery to him; that he must resign / A task he was 
XQDEOHWRSHUIRUP´ (I. 312-14); and continues in his gradual disengagement from 
³7KH6FRWWLVK&KXUFK´ of his FKLOGKRRGZKLFKKHUHPHPEHUV³ZLWKJUDWLWXGH´ but: 
By his habitual wanderings out of doors, 
By loneliness, and goodness, and kind works, 
:KDWH¶HUin docile childhood or in youth 
He had imbibed of fear or darker thought 
Was melted all away; so true was this, 
That sometimes his religion seemed to me 
Self-taught, as of a dreamer in the woods (I. 405-11)  
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Once again, he experiences wandering as a fundamentally anti-social activity, 
consistently carrying the subject away from the artificial formality of the institution. 
7KH:DQGHUHU¶VVHSDUDWLon from the church returns the Poet once more to the image 
of the dreamer. The simile allows space for the reader to doubt that the flesh and 
EORRG:DQGHUHUDQGWKHLGHDOGUHDPHURIWKHSRHW¶VLPDJLQDWLon are quite one and the 
same. Wordsworth¶V3RHWexperiences and expresses a keen desire for the kind of 
absolute disinterest that the WanGHUHU¶VOLIHDSSHDUVWRSURPLVH while :RUGVZRUWK¶V
text remains faithful to his own sense that such a life, and the indifferent perspective 
that it offers, is itself an unrealizable dream. 
The story of Margaret, a story of destitution, domestic collapse and 
bereavement, told by the Wanderer to the Poet as the two man stand together by the 
UXLQVRI0DUJDUHW¶VFRWWDJH, is offered as an objHFWOHVVRQLQWKHNLQGRI³VLGHORQJ´ 
perspective to which the Poet mistakenly aspires. The Wanderer loves Margaret ³as 
my RZQFKLOG´ (I. 500, my italics); but 0DUJDUHW¶VUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKWKHROGPDQLV
QRWLQIDFWERXQGE\IDPLOLDOWLHV)UHHIURPWKHGLVWRUWLQJSXOORILQWHUHVW0DUJDUHW¶V
tragedy takes on an aesthetic form, framed by patterns of memory and return as the 
Wanderer visits her cottage over the course of a number of years. At the conclusion of 
the tale, the Poet proves unable to match the indifference of his teacher. After hearing 
WKHVWRU\KHWXUQVDVLGH³LQZHDNQHVV´DQG³ZLWKDEURWKHU¶VORYH,EOHVV¶GKHU²in 
WKHLPSRWHQFHRIJULHI´ (I. 919, 923-7KHEURWKHU¶VORYHWKDWPRYHVWKH3RHWLV
metaphorical, drawing Poet and Margaret more closely together than the simile that 
maintains a crucial distance between woman and Wanderer. The Poet goes on: 
 At length towards the Cottage I returned; and traced 
 Fondly,²and traced, with interest more mild, 
 That secret spirit of humanity  
 Which, mid the calm oblivious tendencies  
 Of Nature, mid her plants and weeds, and flowers, 
 And silent overgrowings, still survived. (I. 925-30) 
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Although his immediate response is inadequate, the Poet begins to learn from the 
Wanderer, performing a return that mimics those of his friend. This slight return 
effHFWVDVODFNHQLQJRILQWHUHVW³ZLWKDQLQWHUHVWPRUHPLOG´) that is echoed and 
HQGRUVHGE\WKH³FDOPREOLYLRXVWHQGHQFLHV´RIQDWXUH7KHUHDGHUis also invited to 
IROORZWKH:DQGHUHU¶VH[DPSOHDQGWRYLHZWKHUHPDLQGHURIWKHSRHPIURPKLV
LQGLIIHUHQWSHUVSHFWLYH+RZHYHULQWDNLQJXSWKLVLQYLWDWLRQWKHUHDGHU¶VLQGLIIHUHQW
gaze is itself uncoupled from any kind of interested relationship with Wanderer, Poet, 
Solitary or Pastor, all of whom, Wordsworth¶V Preface instructs, are framed within the 
text as dramatic figures: 
Nothing further need be added, than that the first and third parts of the Recluse 
will consLVWFKLHIO\RIPHGLWDWLRQVLQWKH$XWKRU¶VRZQ3HUVRQDQGWKDWLQWKH
intermediate part (The Excursion) the intervention of Characters speaking is 
employed and something oIDGUDPDWLFIRUPLVDGRSWHG³3UHIDFH´)51  
 
:RUGVZRUWK¶VHPSKDVLVRQWKHGUDPDWLFIRUPRIThe Excursion, which he contrasts 
with the personal address adopted in the other sections of The Recluse, both implies 
Wordsworth¶V desire to distinguish himself from his characters and encourages the 
reader to place herself at a similar kind of critical remove, becoming, like the 
Wanderer, indifferent judges of events, characters and dialogue. The indifference that 
the Preface encourages and that the Wanderer teaches enables the reader to return to 
the Wanderer¶VVWRU\ZLWKDQH\HWRWKHZD\ form and language betray its speaking 
subject, a perspective that teases us once more out of indifference. 
Read ³sidelong,´ 0DUJDUHW¶VVWRU\UHIXVHVWRVXEPLWWRWKHFRQILGHQW
interpretations of its narrator. Instead it resists the narrative control of the Wanderer 
by offering other versions of and perspectives on a wandering life. 7KH:DQGHUHU¶V
narrative reveals Margaret and her husband to be wanderers too, and so the tale 
reflects the teller, showing him, in spite of himself, in a potentially troubling light. 
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:DQGHULQJILUVWWDNHVRQWKLVGLVWXUELQJDVSHFWZKHQ0DUJDUHW¶VKXVEDQGXQDEOHWR
find permanent employment after a severe illness, experiences a gradual 
psychological decline: 
 >«@GD\E\GD\KHGURRSHG 
 And he would leave his work ± and to the Town 
 Without an errand, would direct his steps, 
 Or wander here and there among the fields. (I. 581-4)   
  
7KHVWHSVRI0DUJDUHW¶VKXVEDQGcontrast with those of narrator, who travels through 
the village in order to do business: ³µ$:DQGHUHUWKHQDPRQJWKH&ottages, / I, with 
P\IUHLJKWRIZLQWHUUDLPHQW¶´ (I. 541-2). But the Wanderer is not now what he was 
³WKHQ´ DQGZLWKRXWKLVSHGODU¶VIUHLJKWWKHGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQKXVEDQGDQGQDUUDWRU
becomes less secure.  
7KHQH[WWLPHWKH:DQGHUHUDQG0DUJDUHWPHHWWKH:DQGHUHU¶VDUULYDO
replaces the looked-IRUUHWXUQRIWKHKXVEDQG%\VWDQGLQJLQWKHKXVEDQG¶VVWHDGWKH
Wanderer once again makes evident to the disinterested reader the similarities that the 
two men share, similarities of which he himself appears naive. He learns that 
0DUJDUHW¶VKXVEDQd has left her to join the army. He leaves without telling her where 
KHLVJRLQJDIUDLG³µThat I should follow with my babes, and sink / Beneath the 
misery of that wandering life´¶ (I. 678-81)0DUJDUHW¶VKXVEDQGVHHNVWRSUHYHQWKHU
from the dangers of wandering; but his departure is the cause of the very thing he 
aims to prevent. When the Wanderer next encounters her she confesses that she has 
³µZDQGHUHGPXFKRIODWH¶´,754) and describes how, 
 ³About the fields I wander, knowing this 
 Only, that what I seek I cannot find. 
 And so I waste my time:´ (I. 764-6) 
 
Her words recall and reverse the teaching of -HVXVLQ0DWWKHZ³VHHNDQG\RXZLOO
ILQG´) indicating that her wandering is experienced as a spiritual as well as a 
psychological and physical deterioration, a kind of sin that she is ashamed of and 
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must pray to be redeemed from. The fallen-ness that Margaret recognizes as the 
condition of her aimless roaming provides a counterpoint to the natural religion with 
ZKLFKWKH:DQGHUHU¶VOLIHLs associated. The Wanderer WDNHV0DUJDUHW¶VVWRU\DVD
VRXUFHRIVSLULWXDOFRQVRODWLRQUHJDUGLQJKHUOLIHDQGGHDWKDVµ³DQLGOHGUHDPWKDt 
could not live / Where meditation was´¶,. 951-2). But he can only do so by reading 
nature rather than scripture, wilfully forgetful of the teachings of the Scottish church 
that he left behind in childhood. The reader, perhaps less able to disregard the biblical 
HFKRHVWKDWKDXQW0DUJDUHW¶VVWHSV, is provided with a route to interpretation that 
eventually arrives at the door of the Pastor, whose wanderers are held secure within 
the liberal bonds of family and community.  
However, before reaching the vale where the Pastor resides, Poet and 
Wanderer travel to the home of The Solitary,52 who proves to be another fallen 
wanderer: 
 But, there, lay open to our daily haunt, 
 A range of unappropriated earth, 
 :KHUH\RXWK¶VDPELWLRXVIHHWPLJKWPRYHDWODUJH 
 Whence, unmolested Wanderers, we beheld 
 The shining Giver of the Day diffuse 
 +LVEULJKWQHVVR¶HUDWUDFWRIVHDDQGODQG 
 Gay as our spirits, free as our desires; 
 As our enjoyments, boundless. (III. 536-44) 
  
7KH6ROLWDU\¶VDFFRXQWRIWKHILUVWPRQWKVRIKLVPDUULDJHUHFDOOWKHILQDOOLQHVRI
Paradise Lost: 
The World was all before them, where to choose͒  
Their place of rest, and Providence their guide:͒  
They hand in hand with wandering steps and slow,͒  
Through Eden took their solitary way.53 
 
7KH³VROLWDU\ZD\´ of Adam and Eve is also the way of the Solitary, who is figured as 
Adam, standing with his wife at the gates of Eden, a pair of over-reachers who delight 
in the freedom to wander that their newly fallen state allows. Their ambitious feet 
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break free from the restraint of the end-stopped lines that describe the scene so that 
SRHWLFIRUPOLNHWKHODQGVFDSHLWGHVFULEHVUHIOHFWVWKHFRXSOH¶VOLEHUDWHGSHUVSHFWLYH
However, the Solitary prefaces this accRXQWZLWKDGHVFULSWLRQRIWKH³QHYHU-HQGLQJ´ 
(perhaps in the sense both of permanent and lengthy) tracks that mark the land they 
wander in. These traces of human communication, which the Solitary now perceives 
more clearly than his younger self, give the lie to the condition of natural freedom that 
he and his young bride think they enjoy. They are, in fact, already bound by the social 
ties of marriage. These bonds are made manifest by the birth of their first child, which 
puts an end to tKHZLIH¶VZDQGHULQJIRUJRRGµ³my tender mate became / The 
thankful FDSWLYHRIPDWHUQDOERQGV$QGWKRVHZLOGSDWKVZHUHOHIWWRPHDORQH¶´ 
(III. 554-6). Walking alone, the Solitary remarks that thoughts of married life, in 
which he sees reflected the pURYLGHQFHRIGLYLQHDXWKRULW\µ³Endeared my 
ZDQGHULQJV¶´ (III. 583), acknowledging that, in a world fallen from the state of nature, 
freedom acquires value from the bonds of love and law that enclose it.  
Together, Margaret and the Solitary provide revised accounts of wandering 
WKDWFDOOWKH:DQGHUHU¶VSHULSDWHWLFZD\RIOife into question. Whereas the objects of 
0DUJDUHW¶VLQWHUHVWDUHWDNHQIURPKHUIRUFLQJKHULQWRDVWDWe of meandering 
indifference that proves fatal, the Solitary describes an ideal period in his life when he 
could wander in a state of suspended interest that found worth and meaning in the 
family ties that called him home. Indifferent to a fault, the Wanderer cannot 
acknowledge any similarity between his own life and the lives he witnesses, lest he 
become implicated/interested in them and his long gaze fail. Unable or unwilling to 
see himself in the mirrors that this widow and widower hold up to him, his own 
wandering becomes symptomatic of the kind of unalloyed indifference, or negative 
IUHHGRPWKDW/RFNH¶VOLEHUDOVWDWHGHIHQGVDJDLQVW 
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It is instead the Poet who is led by these narratives to reflect on his own 
identity and situation: 
 Acknowledgements of gratitude sincere 
 Accompanied these musings;²fervent thanks 
 For my own peaceful lot and happy choice; 
 A choice that from the passions of the world  
 Withdrew, and fixed me in a still retreat; 
 Sheltered, but not to social duties lost, 
 Secluded, but not buried; and with song 
 Cheering my days, and with industrious thought; 
 With ever-welcome company of books; 
 :LWKYLUWXRXVIULHQGVKLS¶VVRXO-sustaining aid, 
 And with the blessings of domestic love. (V. 49-59) 
 
Up until this point the Poet, who has provided a comprehensive account of the 
:DQGHUHU¶VELRJUDSK\KDVGLYXOJHGvery little about himself. The ties of social duty 
and domestic love that he describes in these lines seem almost to be forged by the 
sequence of stories and events that have occupied Poet and reader for the preceding 
books of the poem. This textual sleight of hand, which creates an identity all of a 
sudden that must also have existed all along, lends emphasis to the shaping force of 
poetic narrative and social dialogue. The Poet¶VLGHQWLW\LVFUHDWHGYLDDVHULHVRI
conversations with the Wanderer and the Solitary. He describes a balance of 
individual seclusion and social duty that both reflects and is in some way the 
achievement of the lessons of communal life that are performed and taught by the 
WH[W¶VGLDORJLF discourse. 
7KH3RHW¶VUHIOHFWLRQVDQWLFLSDWHWKHHQFRXQWHUZLWKWKH3DVWRUWKDWGUDZVWKH
WH[W¶VH[FXUVLYHZDQGHULQJVWRDFORVH7KH3DVWRU¶VGLVFRXUVHLQWHUFHGHs in a dispute 
between Wanderer and Solitary, whose respective ideal and sceptical points of view 
have brought them into conflict. In response tRWKH:DQGHUHU¶VLQYLWDWLRQWR³µAccord, 
good Sir! the light / Of your experience tRGLVSHOWKLVJORRP¶´ (V. 481-2), the Pastor 
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first refuses the premise of the request, arguing that human knowledge is a gloomy 
business: 
 ³2XUQDWXUH´ said the Priest, in mild reply, 
 ³Angels may weigh and fathom: they perceive, 
 With undistempered and unclouded spirit, 
 The object as it is; but, for ourselves, 
 That speculative height we may not reach. 
 The good and evil are our own; and we 
 Are that which we would contemplate from far. 
 Knowledge, for us, is difficult to gain² 
 Is difficult to gain, and hard to keep² 
 $V9LUWXH¶VVHOIOLNH9irtue is beset  
 With snares; tried, tempted, subject to decay. 
 Love, admiration, fear, desire, and hate, 
 Blind were we without these: through these alone  
 Are capable to notice or discern 
 Or to record; we judge, but cannot be  
 Indifferent judges.´ (V. 485-500) 
 
The Pastor, whose interested discourse makes repeated return to the first-person plural 
LQDZD\WKDWVLJQDOVWKHVSHDNHU¶VIXQGDPHQWDOLQYROYHPHQWLQWKHFDVHKHPDNHV
argues, after Locke, that interest is a defining aspect of the human condition. He 
describes good and evil as properties (or pURSHUW\WKDWEHORQJVWRXV³RXURZQ´), 
securing our interest and clouding our judgement. He also represents knowledge and 
virtue as kinds of property that can be gained from or lost to the snares that beset 
them. The line break LQYLWHVWKHUHDGHUWRPLVUHDG³µlove, admiration, fear, desire, and 
KDWH¶´ as five such snares, while at the same time stating that they are the very things 
that enable right perception. Interested passion is thus represented as both the limit 
and the source of knowledge and so indifference is taken out of the hands of the 
individual and enshrined in the ³µsolemn IQVWLWXWLRQV¶´of church and state (V. 1001). 
The Pastor concludes his argument by returning to matters geographical. He describes 
WKHFKXUFKDVµ³WKHFKDQQHOWKHRULJLQDOEHG>«@KROORZHGRXWDQGscooped / For 
0DQ¶VDIfections²else betrayed and lost$QGVZDOORZHGXS¶mid desarts infinite!´¶
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(V. 1004-7), offering organized religion as an artificial form that guards against the 
perils of trackless wandering. 
:KHUHDVWKH:DQGHUHU¶VVWRU\ZRXOGWHDFKQDWXUDOLQGLIIHUHQFHuntrammelled 
by social responsibility, the graveyard tales that the Pastor tells create patterns of 
interest that lend The Excusion a determinate IRUPDOWKRXJKRQHSHUKDSVWRR³VDQG\´ 
IRU&ROHULGJH¶VWDVWHV$V.HQQHWK5-RKQVtRQ¶VPDVWHUIXOUHDGLQJKDV shown, the 
3DVWRU¶VVWRULHVFRUUHVSRQGWRRQHanother, implicating each individual life in a 
community of shared experience from which no one can rest indifferent. Johnston 
LGHQWLILHV³VWUXFWXUDOSULQFLSOHV´ that organize the sequence of tales, the most 
important of which, he arguHVLV³the pairing principle by which Wordsworth divided 
WKHPLQWRIRXUTXDUWHWV´VRWKDW³each story is paired by complement or contrast to its 
IHOORZ´54 He goes on: 
The compulsion [to tell tales] arises in response to the SolitDU\¶VREMHFWLRQWKDW
KXPDQOLIHLVE\QDWXUHIUDJPHQWHGKDVQRVLJQLILFDQWVKDSHRUIRUP>«@7KH
artistic problem of significant form is thrust back upon the life-problem of 
PHDQLQJDVWKRXJKWKHVKDSHRIRQH¶VOLIHIXOO\HYLGHQWRQO\DIWHUGHDWK
could answer the problematics of its content.55  
    
JohnstRQYLHZVWKH3DVWRU¶VQDUUDWLYHDVDUHVSRQVHWRthe Solitary (who, he argues, is 
to be educated out of his scepticism in order to become the Recluse of the larger 
SRHP¶VWLWOH I suggest that the Pastor also provides a like corrective to the Wanderer. 
As the Pastor takes up the role of storyteller from the Wanderer, he weaves a web of 
interest that ensnares the story of the ruined cottage that began the poem, inviting 
Wanderer, Poet and reader to re-UHDG0DUJDUHW¶VWDOHDVSDUWRIWKHSRHP¶VOLEHUDO
communal whole. 
MaUJDUHW¶VWDOHreturns in the story of Ellen, whose decline and early death is 
likewise prompted by the disintegration of her family. According to JohnstRQ¶V
system of pairs, Ellen¶VVWRU\SDUWQHUVWKHVWRU\RIWKH7DOO,QWHOOHFWXDO:RPDQ but, as 
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-RKQVRQDFNQRZOHGJHV³(OOHQ¶VWUXO\VLVWHUO\DIILQLWLHVGLUHFWO\VWUHVVHGE\
Wordsworth, are with Margaret.´56 (OOHQ¶VVWRU\LVDNLQGRIPLUURULPDJHRI
0DUJDUHW¶V%RWK\RXQJZRPHQORVH the father of their child/children and then the 
children themselves; EXWZKHUHDV0DUJDUHW¶VJULHIDWWKHGHSDUWXUHRIKHUKXVEDQG
leads to the fatal neglect of herself and her children, whose departure and death 
appear almost incidental to her suffering, LWLVWKHGHDWKRI(OOHQ¶VFKLOGDIWHUWKH
departure of its father, that kills her. Wordsworth stresses the affinity between the two 
stories via the PRHW¶VUHVSRQVH 
 For me, the emotion scarcely was less strong 
 Or less benign than that which I had felt 
 When seated near my venerable Friend, 
 Under those shady elms, from him I heard 
 The story that retraced the slow decline 
 Of Margaret, sinking on the lonely Heath 
 With the neglected House in which she dwelt. 
  ²,QRWHGWKDWWKH6ROLWDU\¶VFKHHN 
 Confessed the power of nature. (VI. 1055-1063) 
 
Although the Poet draws attention to the similarity between the two stories, 
Wordsworth frames this same emotional reaction differently. Moved to tears by 
0DUJDUHW¶VVWRU\WKH3RHW¶VUHVSRQVHis described in WHUPVRI³ZHDNQHVV´DQG
³LPSRWHQFH´%y contrast, his emotionDOUHVSRQVHWR(OOHQ¶VWDOHLV³VWURQJ´DQG
³EHQLJQ´ and is matched by the response of the Solitary, whose tears signal a return 
IURPLQWHOOHFWXDOF\QLFLVPWR³QDWXUH´ The WanderHU¶V³VHUHQH´ (VI. 1066) response 
to the tragedy is now outnumbered, and, although his indifference still draws the 
implicit admiration of the Poet, the text demonstrates a developing inclination 
towards communities of interest.     
The way the two narrators act towards and on behalf of their suffering subjects 
invites further comparison. TKH3DVWRU¶VDFFRXQWRIKLVRZQLQWHUFHVVLRQVRQEHKDOIRI
Ellen and her child UHFDOO'H4XLQFH\¶VVXJJHVWLRQWKDWWKH:DQGHUHURXJKWWRKDYH
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offered Margaret some material or practical assistance. The Priest ³IDLOVQRW´ to point 
RXWWKHHUURURI(OOHQ¶VHPSOR\HUVZKRSUHYHQWKHUIURPYLVLWLQJWKHJUDYHRIKHU
child (the negative construction of the phrase implies the WandeUHU¶VRZQIDLOXUHWR
assist Margaret) and eventually persuades them to let her return home to her mother. 
Like the Wanderer, he listens to her, but emphasis is placed on his response, so that 
his words act within rather than reflecting on the story he tells: µ³no pains were spared 
/ To mitigate, as gently as I could, / The sting of self-reproach, with healing words´¶ 
(VI.1031-3). These actions, which come too late to save Ellen or her child, still 
KLJKOLJKWWKH3DVWRU¶VVRFLDODXWKRULW\DQGUHVSRQVLELOLW\+LVDXWKRULW\LVDVVHUWHG
once more as he leads the community in mourning: 
 May I not mention²that, within these walls, 
 In due observance of her pious wish, 
 The Congregation joined with me in prayer 
 For her SRXO¶VJRRG"9,-41) 
 
The Pastor appears rather tentative in this last assertion, as if he fears an 
unsympathetic response from his three guests. His rhetorical question takes his 
audience into/holds his audience to account. It extends his interest beyond the bounds 
of his story to include the scene of narration and refigures storytelling as a dialogue of 
shared consent towards which neither teller nor listener can remain indifferent. This 
communal discourse mirrors the prayers of the congregation, said within the walls of 
(OOHQ¶VKRPHZKLFKEHFRPHVDWWKHFORVHRIWKHWDOHDVLWHRIVRFLDOKDUPRQ\WKDt 
FRQWUDVWVZLWKWKHQDWXUDOKDUPRQ\RI0DUJDUHW¶VUXLQHGFRWWDJH 
(OOHQ¶VVWRU\LVDOVRKDXQWHd by traces of the Wanderer. Her description of 
childbirth employs metaphorical language that draws Wanderer and mother into 
relationship with one another. Ellen experiences the birth of her child as 
     ³>«@MR\ 
Far sweeter than bewildered traveller feels,  
Upon a perilous waste that all night long 
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Through darkness he hath toiled and fearful storm, 
When he beholds the first pale speck serene 
Of day-spring²in the gloomy east, revealed, 
And greets it with thanksgiving.´ (VI. 910-16) 
 
This comparison between Ellen and a traveller, which takes µ³EHZLOGHUHG¶´ to mean 
both physically lost and mentally confused, connects Ellen, Margaret, Wanderer and 
Solitary (whose own wanderings were, as we have seen, similarly curtailed by 
parenthood) together, emphasising their mutual interest and warning once more 
against the perils of wandering. A trace of the Wanderer appears a second time in the 
form of another simile, which relDWHVWKHHIIHFWRI(OOHQ¶VFKLOGXSRn her home, 
GHVFULELQJLWDVD³soothing comfoUWHU´OLNH³a choice shrub, which he, who passes by 
/ With vacant mind, not seldom may observe / Fair flowering in a thinly peopled 
house, / Whose window, somewhat sadly, it DGRUQV´ (VI. 935-8). The simile compares 
the PDVWRU¶VSHUVSHFWLYHwith that of the disengaged (or indifferent) passer-by, who 
fails to involve him in the circumstances of the scene he observes. These oblique 
references to the Wanderer subsume him within a story that, in its first iteration, 
belonged to him. They write him into the narrative, implicating him in events from 
which he claimed to stand aloof. His indifference, FDOOHGLQWRTXHVWLRQE\WKH3DVWRU¶V
socially responsible narrative, is also, these similes hint, an illusion that the text 
cannot sustain.  
The stories of the Poet, the Wanderer, the Solitary and the Pastor constitute a 
fifth quartet that can be added to the system of four identified by Johnston and The 
Excursion might therefore be recognizHGDVWKH3DVWRU¶VQDUUDWLYHZULWODUJHRUORQJ
drawing its four protagonists into society with one another and revealing their mutual 
interest using a metaphorical language that, as we have seen, repeatedly exchanges 
one individual identity for another. In identifying these patterns of exchange the 
reader takes up WKHFKDOOHQJHRIWKH3UHIDFH³H[WUDFWLQJWKHV\VWHP´RIWKHSRHP³IRU
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WKHPVHOYHV´ As the Preface suggests, Wordsworth requires of the reader the kind of 
indifferent perspective that is the lesson of The Excursion, which, like so much of 
:RUGVZRUWK¶VZRUNWHDFKHVWKHFULWLFDOPHWKRGE\ZKLFKLWVKRXOGEHMXGJHG7KH
Preface to Poems, published later the same year addresses this method in greater 
detail: 
Whither then shall we turn for that union of qualifications which must 
necessarily exist before the decisions of the critic can be of absolute value? 
For a mind at once poetical, philosophical, for a critic, whose affections are as 
free and kindly as the spirit of society, and whose understanding is as severe as 
that of dispassionate government? Where are we to look for that initiatory 
composure of mind which no selfishness can disturb?57 
  
:RUGVZRUWK¶VGHOLQHDWLRQRIWKHLGHDOFULWLFLVXQGHUVWRRGLQWHUPVRIWKHOLEHUDOVWDWH
A good reader is defined as one who responds to poetry with a balance of affection 
(or sympathy) and dispassion (or indifference). The comparison that Wordsworth 
draws between critical and socio-political frameworks offers an implicit affirmation 
of individual life governed by institutional law. Whereas the Wanderer would lead 
Poet and reader to understand that the forms of church and state are poor imitations of 
the determinate forms of nature that govern his own perspective, Wordsworth sides, 
in the end, with the Pastor, whose long perspective is shaped by the forms and rituals 
of social life.  
 
³The sublime of EgRWLVPGLVLQWHUHVWHGDVH[WUHPH´: Elizabeth Barrett Browning 
reads The Excursion 
 
Whereas my reading of The Excursion suggests that the journey it undertakes 
eventually carries the poem and its characters into the interested spaces of 
community, Victorian readings of the poem tend to focus their attention on 
representations of disinterest in order to peg Wordsworth as the prophet of sublime 
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nature, object of the nostalgic longing of a more modern, socially responsible 
moment.  The next section of this chapter explores Barrett Browning¶VUHVSRQVHWR
:RUGVZRUWKLDQOLEHUDOLVP,WIRFXVHVRQ%DUUHWW%URZQLQJ¶VUHDGLQJRIThe Excursion 
as the means by which she formulates her own, more decisively Victorian, poetic 
philosophy.  
In 1846, Elizabeth Barrett and Robert Browning exchanged a sequence of 
letters in which they debated the responsibility of the individual to social law. In 
UHVSRQVHWR(OL]DEHWK¶VFODLPWKDWDSHUVRQQHHGQRWSD\KHHGWRODZVWKDWVWDQGLQ
opposition to their own individual judgement, Robert invokes Wordsworth: 
Wordsworth decides he had better go to court²then he must buy or borrow a 
court dress. He goes because of the poetry in him. What irrationality in the bag 
and the sword²LQWKHJUH\GXIILOJRZQ\RQGHUKHZURWHKDOIWKUR¶WKH
exceeding ease and URRPLQHVVRILW³7KH([FXUVLRQ´²how proper he should 
JRLQLWWKHUHIRUH«EHVLGHLWZLOOZULQJKLVKHDUWVWULQJVWRSD\GRZQWKHIRXU-
SRXQGVWHQDQGVL[SHQFHJRRG0U:RUGVZRUWK7KHUH¶VQo compulsion²go 
EDFNWRWKH/DNHVDQGEHHQWLUHO\DSSURYHGRIE\0LVV)HQZLFN«EXWLI you 
do choose to NLVVKDQGVLQVWHDGRIFKHHNV³VPDFNLQJO\´) why, you must even 
UHVROYHWR³grin and bear it´58  
 
%URZQLQJ¶VOHWWHUDOOXGHVWR:RUGVZRUWK¶VDSSRLQWPHQWWRWKHODXUHDWHVKLSLQ.  
The laureate-elect borrowed an ill-fitting suit of clothes from Samuel Rogers for the 
occasion, rather than pay for a suit of his own. The point Browning makes is that even 
such a man as Wordsworth must submit to social form if he chooses to enter the 
social sphere, even though sucKIRUPVDUH³LUUDWLRQDO´ and uncomfortable. This tight 
suit of borrowed clothes is compared with the ease and roominess of The Excursion, 
ZKLFKLVILJXUHGDV³DQWL-VRFLDO´ or natural in its accommodating lengths. It is a kind 
of poetry that, Browning implies, must be left behind if Wordsworth is to take up the 
role of national poet.  
Writing this letter, Robert Browning cannot be prescient of the fact that four 
years later its recipient would come clRVHWRSXWWLQJRQWKHVDPH³court GUHVV´ worn 
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so relXFWDQWO\E\³JRRG0U:RUGVZRUWK´59 Nevertheless, he aims near to home in his 
representation of Wordsworth, a poet who, for Barrett BrowningHPERGLHVSRHWU\¶V
return from the stifling cultural forms of the eighteenth cenWXU\WRD³VWDWHRIQDWXUH´
Barrett defines Wordsworth as the poet of natural genius in two critical essays 
SXEOLVKHGLQWKHHDUO\VDUHYLHZRIDVHOHFWHGLWLRQRI:RUGVZRUWK¶VSRHWU\ and 
DFKDSWHURQ³:RUGVZRUWKDQG/HLJK+XQW´DFROODERUDWLRQZLWK5LFKDUG+HQU\ 
+RUQHWKDWDSSHDUHGXQGHU+RUQH¶VQDPHLQKLVNew Sprit of the Age in 1844. Both 
essays focus on matters of form. The Athenaeum review identifies Wordsworth as 
³FKLHI´ in a ³YLVLEOHPRYHPHQW´DZD\IURPWKH³UHVWUDLQW´³ZHDNQHVV´DQG
³HPDVFXODWLRQ´RIWKHSUHYLRXVHUD¶V³VODYHU\´WRFRQYHQWLRQDQGV\VWHPand 
³WRZDUGVQDWXUH´60 Likewise, the New Spirit of the Age VWDWHV³[H]e would not 
separate poetry and nature even in their IRUPV>«@´ and goes on: 
[H]e spoke out bravely, in language free of the current phraseology and 
denuded of conventional adornments, the thought which was in him. He 
testified that the ground was not all lawn or bowling green; and that the forest 
trees were not clipped upon a pattern.61 
 
7KHQDWXUDOWRSRJUDSK\RI:RUGVZRUWK¶VSRHWU\LVRQFHPRUHORFDWHGRXWVLGHRU
above social life and law, which is dismissed as shallow artifice. 
These essays DUHDOVRFRQVFLRXVRI:RUGVZRUWK¶V mediating presence within 
the natural spaces he inhabits: 
A minute observer of exterior nature, his humanity seems, nevertheless to 
stand between it and him; and he confounds those two lives²not that he loses 
himself in the contemplation of things, but that he absorbs them in himself and 
UHQGHUVWKHP:RUGVZRUWKLDQ>«@7KLVLVWKHVXEOLPHRIHJRWLVPGLVLQWHUHVWHG
as extreme.62 
 
7KLVVXEWOHUHIRFXVLQJRI.HDWV¶V WordswRUWKLDQVXEOLPHHPSOR\V³GLVLQWHUHVW´ to 
LQVLVWRQWKHHVVHQWLDOWUXWKDQGULJKWMXGJHPHQWRI:RUGVZRUWK¶VLQGLYLGXDOLVPVR
that Wordsworth the egoist becomes Wordsworth the disinterested prophet: 
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+HLVVFDUFHO\SHUKDSVRIDSDVVLRQDWHWHPSHUDPHQW>«@Vaying of his 
WKRXJKWVWKDWWKH\³dRRIWHQOLHWRRGHHSIRUWHDUV´ which does not mean that 
their painfulness will not suffer them to be wept for, but that their closeness to 
the supreme Truth hallows them, like the cheek of an archangel, from tears.63  
 
Quoting the final line of the Immortality Ode, Barrett allows Wordsworth to defend 
himself against readers who might find his poetry to lack the strong feeling of Byron 
or Shelley, positing this superficial lack as evidence of the presence of something 
greater.  
The chapter by Horne anG%DUUHWWDVVHUWV:RUGVZRUWK¶V³GUDPDWLFLQHSWLWXGH´ 
as a necessary corollary RIKLVVXEOLPHLQGLYLGXDOLVP³Beyond the habits and 
purposes of his individuality he cannot carry his sympathies and of all the powerful 
writers, he is the least dramatic.´64 %DUUHWWDQG+RUQH¶VFKDUDFWHULVDWLRQRI
:RUGVZRUWKDVDQLQFRPSHWHQWGUDPDWLVWGHULYHVFKLHIO\IURP%DUUHWW¶VYLHZ
expressed in the Athenaeum article, that The Borderers (1842):RUGVZRUWK¶VRQO\
attempt to write for the stage, was a failure. However, it also ignorHV:RUGVZRUWK¶V
own account of some of his poetical compositions, most notably WKH³GUDPDWLFIRUP´
of The Excursion. %DUUHWW¶VHVWHHPIRUThe Excursion was such that her remarks about 
LWVDXWKRU¶VGUDPDWLFIDLOLQJVDUHunlikely to have been intended as a slight in its 
direction. Instead, she leaves The Excursion RXWRIKHUDFFRXQWRI:RUGVZRUWK¶V
dramatic writing, an omission that effectively re-categorizes the poem so that it 
becomes for her, as for so much of its Victorian readership, a philosophical epic.  
The Excursion is central to Barrett¶VXQGHUVWanding of Wordsworth. Criticism 
has rightly emphasized the significance of The Prelude IRU%DUUHWW¶VGHYHORSLQJVHQVH
of her own poetic identity;65 but The Prelude¶VSRVWKXmous publication in 1850 (the 
same year as the publication of Sonnets from the Portuguese), meant that Barrett 
Browning encountered it when she was already an HVWDEOLVKHGSRHWKHUVHOI7KHSRHW¶V 
correspondence demonstrates that she read The Excursion, to return to a Lockean 
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IRUPXODWLRQDWJUHDWHUOHQJWK$V6WHSKHQ*LOO¶VZRUNRQ:RUGVZRUWK¶V9LFtorian 
readership has shown, Barrett¶VVLQFHUHHVWHHPIRUThe Excursion is uncontroversial 
when viewed in its mid-century context,66 and she was consciously engaged in a 
reappraisal of the poet that aims to correct the perceived mis-readings of a previous 
generation. In an exchange of letters with Hugh Stuart-Boyd in the Autumn of 1842 
(around the time of the publication of the Athenaeum article), she defends 
Wordsworth against her one-time tutor¶Vµ³ZRUGVRIILUH´¶ ZULWLQJ³if I had but a 
cataract at command I would try to queQFKWKHP´DQGGLUHFWLQJ%R\GWRZDUGV³the 
many noble and glorious passages of The Excursion´ZKLFKVKHMXGJHVWREH
³Wordsworth at his height´67 A few weeks later she sent Boyd a copy of the 1836 
HGLWLRQRI:RUGVZRUWK¶VPoetical Works. The accompanying letter directs him 
towards two sections from Book IV of The Excursion DQGUHPDUNVWKDW³Wordsworth 
is a philosophical and a Christian poet with depths to his soul that poor Byron could 
never reach.´68 7KHSDVVLQJUHIHUHQFHWR³SRRU%\URQ´ which echoes the comparisons 
between the two poets that she makes in the Athenaeum and New Spirit of the Age 
essays, suggests that Barrett is just as concerned with the rewriting of her own poetic 
genealogy as she is with challenging the misguided tastes of her friend. Her 
appreciation of Wordsworth, and of The Excursion in particular, signifies the 
attainment of a literary and moral maturity that can afford to express wistful regret for 
the enthusiasms of youth. 
%DUUHWW¶VUHDGLQJRIThe Excursion contributes to and confirms her 
understanding of Wordsworth as the poet of natural freedom and sublime disinterest. 
%DUUHWW¶V:RUGVZRUWKGHVFULEHGLQWKHAthenaeum article as one whose thoughts do 
often lie too deep for tears, recalls the Wanderer, who is also marked out by his dry-
H\HGUHVSRQVHWRQDWXUDOEHDXW\DQGKXPDQWUDJHG\/LNHZLVHWKHSRHW¶V
 62 
repreVHQWDWLRQRI:RUGVZRUWKDVWKH³OHDVWGUDPDWLF´ poet of his age, points towards 
an approach to the poem that does not distinguish between the poet and the four 
characters that populate his text. Indeed, the passages of Book IV that she cites in her 
OHWWHUWR%R\GDVH[DPSOHVRI:RUGVZRUWK¶VSKLORVRSKLFDOGHSWKDUHWDNHQIURPWKH
mouth of the Wanderer as he addresses the Solitary in his despondency: 
 ³Within the soul a faculty abides, 
 That with interpositions, which would hide 
 And darken, so can deal, that they become 
 Contingencies of pomp; and serve to exalt 
 Her native brightness. As the ample moon, 
 In the deep stillness of a summer even 
 Rising behind a thick and lofty Grove, 
 Burns, like an unconsuming fire of light, 
 In the green trees and, kindling on all sides 
 Their leafy umbrage, turns the dusky veil 
 Into a substance glorious as her own, 
 Yea with her own incorporated, by power 
 Capacious and serene. Like power abides  
,QPDQ¶VFHOHVWLDOVSLULW´ (IV. 1058-1071) 
 
³I have seen 
 A curious child, who dwelt upon a tract  
 Of inland ground, applying to his ear 
 The convolutions of a smooth-lipped shell; 
 To which, in silence hushed, his very soul 
 Listened intensely; and his countenance soon 
 Brightenend with joy; For from within were heard 
 Murmurings, whereby the monitor expressed 
 Mysterious union with its native Sea. 
 Even such a shell the Universe itself  
 Is to the ear of Faith; and there are times, 
 I doubt not, when to you it doth impart 
 Authentic tidings of invisible things; 
 Of ebb and flow, and ever-during power; 
 And central peace, subsisting at the heart  
 Of endless agitation.´ (IV. 1133-1147)  
  
Both passages describe the subliming poZHURIWKH:DQGHUHU¶VQDWXUDOUHOLJLRQ
offering the moon and the shell as illustrations from nature of a co-determinate 
interchange between self and world. The first passage, which draws a comparison 
between the human soul and the reflected light of the moon, provides reader and 
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Solitary with a model for both thought and art by suggesting a response to tragedy 
that connects lived experience to a transformative natural aesthetics.69 In the second 
extract, the Wanderer describes the hollow form of a shell, which provides an echo 
chaPEHUIRUWKHFKLOG¶VVRXO7KHLPDJH is familiar from Book V of The Prelude, 
where the Arabian guide interprets it as a ³%RRN>«@RIPRUHZRUWK´.70 Read 
alongside its later iteration, the shell described by the Wanderer, which produces 
PXUPXULQJVIURPLWV³VPRRWKOLSV´ can also be recognized as a metaphor that is at 
once religio-philosophical and literary, so that, once more, the spaces of nature and 
text coincide.  
The second passage also contains something of Barrett herself. 7KH³HEEDQG
IORZ´ RIWKHLQYLVLEOHZRUOGFRQVWLWXWHVDQXQZLWWLQJSXQRQ%DUUHWW¶VVLJQDWXUH 
E.B.B., a pun that Barrett deliberately emSOR\VLQKHUVRQQHW³On a Portrait of 
:RUGVZRUWKE\%5+D\GRQ´ which was published in 1842, the same year that she 
sent the Wordsworth edition to Boyd. The sonnet describes Benjamin Robert 
+D\GRQ¶VSDLQWLQJRI:RUGVZRUWK aged 72, standing in front of the Lake District 
peak of Helvellyn, which the artist leant to Barrett while it was still unfinished: 
 Wordsworth upon Helvellyn! Let the cloud 
 Ebb audibly along the mountain-wind 
 Then break against the rock, and show behind 
 The lowland valleys floating up to crowd  
 The sense with beauty. He with forehead bowed 
 And humble-lidded eyes, as one inclined 
 Before the Sovran thought of his own mind, 
 And very meek with inspirations proud, 
 Takes here his rightful place as poet-priest 
 By the high altar, singing prayer and prayer 
 To the higher Heavens. A noble vision free 
 2XU+D\GRQ¶VKDQGKDVIOXQJRXWIURPWKHPLVW 
 No portrait this, with Academic air! 
 This is the poet and his poetry.71 
 
7KHDXGLEOHHEERIWKHFORXGVZKLFKVRXQGVRXW:RUGVZRUWK¶VDIILQLW\ZLWKWKHYRLFH
RIQDWXUHLVPDWFKHGE\WKHYLVXDOLQVFULSWLRQRIWKH\RXQJHUSRHW¶VVLJQDWXUHZKLFK
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is etched GLUHFWO\EHQHDWK:RUGVZRUWK¶VDWWKHEHJLQQLQJRIWKHVHFRQGOLQHVRWKDW
the two names are given near-equal billing.72 John Woolford records that when 
Haydon VHQWDFRS\RI%DUUHWW¶VVRQQHWWR Wordsworth, Wordsworth recognized the 
pun, advising that it woXOGEHµ³REVFXUHWRQLQHUHDGHUVRXWRIWHQ´¶73 The full force 
RI%DUUHWW¶VSXQQLQJZRUGSOD\REVFXUHSHUKDSVHYHQWR:RUGVworth, relies on the 
IDFWWKDW³HEE´ LV:RUGVZRUWK¶VZRUGERUURZHGIURPThe Excursion and rewritten as 
signature, allowing Barrett a SUROHSWLFH[LVWHQFHZLWKLQ:RUGVZRUWK¶VWH[WVRWKDW
Wordsworth is tricked into naming Barrett before she names him. It is a playful 
tussle, but one that nevertheless invites consideration of what might be at stake for 
Barrett¶VSRHWLFLGHQWLW\LQKHUVWrong reading of Wordsworth as the poet of sublime 
disinterest. 
Barrett also expresses her sense of her relationship to Wordsworth in a letter, 
which she wrote to Julia Martin around the time that she composed her sonnet. The 
letter reports her excitement at being lent the unfinished portrait of Wordsworth that is 
WKHVRQQHW¶VVXEMHFW: 
I write under the eyes of Wordsworth! >«@6XFKDKHDG6XFKPDMHVW\²and 
the poet stands musing upon Helvellyn! And all that,²poet, Helvellyn & all²
is in my room!!74 
 
Like RobHUW¶VSDVVLQJUHIHUHQFHWRWKHODXUHDWHDWFRXUWLQKLVOHWWHURI(OL]DEHWK
makes a joke of the idea of Wordsworth indoors. His great head (which does indeed 
ORRPODUJHLQ+D\GRQ¶Vportrait), like the Cumbrian mountain on which he muses, are 
not easiO\DFFRPPRGDWHGZLWKLQWKHGRPHVWLFVSDFHRI(OL]DEHWK¶VURRP,QPXFKWKH
VDPHZD\WKHOLWWOHURRPRI%DUUHWW¶VVRQQHWVWDQ]DDOVRFRQWUDVWVZLWKWKHQDWXUDO
forms of landscape, poet and poetry that it contains, and the poem strains against the 
disciplinHLPSRVHGE\LWVPHDVXUH,WVIOXLGOLQHVZKLFKµHEE¶DFURVVWKHOLQHEUHDNV
echoing the mountain-wind that they describe, develop the tension between the visual 
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and aural text that the pun on their two names sets up, creating a double work that 
both aspires towards and withholds itself from the condition of natural freedom that 
characterizHV:RUGVZRUWK¶VRZQSRHWU\IRU%DUUHWW75 7KHVRQQHW¶VFRPSOLPHQWWR
Haydon is that his work has achieved just such a condition. The line-break allows the 
³QREOHYLVLRQIUHH´ WREHERWK:RUGVZRUWK¶VDQG+D\GRQ¶V+D\GRQ¶VSRUWrait has 
EHHQ³IOXQJRXWRIWKHPLVW´ its form emerging in a way that mirrors the appearance 
of the natural form of the lowland valleys from the breaking clouds above the 
mountain. Barrett houses the portrait²³SRHW+HOYHOO\QDQGDOO´²within the sonnet, 
maintaining DGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQKHUVHOIDQGKHULGROWKDWSHUIRUPVWKHHOHJLVW¶VWULFN
of supersession played as failure.  
  :LWKWKHSRHP¶VILQDOOLQH³TKLVLVWKHSRHWDQGKLVSRHWU\´ the speaker, who 
has remained half hidden until this point, finally asserts herself with a concluding 
declaration that at once celebrates Wordsworth and puts him in his place. This last 
exclamation holds the older poet secure within the double frame of portrait and sonnet 
and leaves tKHUHDGHULQOLWWOHGRXEWRIWKH\RXQJHUZULWHU¶V confident critical gaze. By 
framing Wordsworth as a poet whose work embodies WKHSHUIHFWIUHHGRPRI/RFNH¶V
³VWDWHRIQDWXUH´ Barrett ignores the social drama of his poetry in order to appropriate 
it to her own developing liberal poetic.76  
 
³One of WKH/RQJHVW3RHPVLQWKH:RUOG´: Aurora Leigh 
 
Aurora Leigh completes this appropriation by rewriting The Excursion. This 
nine-book narrative poem, published in 1856, which follows the life of an orphaned 
girl ZKRJURZVXSWREHFRPHDSRHWDQGWRPDUU\KHUFRXVLQLV%DUUHWW%URZQLQJ¶V
most Wordsworthian text.  At the same time it works out a poetry of social contract 
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that insists on the formative power of social life and law over the natural genius of the 
Wordsworthian ego and it seeks DGHSDUWXUHIURP:RUGVZRUWK¶VH[FXUVLYH
wanderings that nevertheless arrives, with Wordsworth, within the bonds of church 
and state.77 In his prefatory note to the 1898 edition of Aurora Leigh Algernon 
Charles Swinburne considers the poem in the long view: 
The hardest task to which a man can set his judgement is the application of its 
critical faculty to the estimate of a work neither classical nor contemporary. It 
is not now of the present, and as yet it is not of the past. We may be unable to 
IRUJHWWKHLPSUHVVLRQLWPDGHRQRXUER\KRRGZKHQIUHVKIURPWKHPDNHU¶V
hand and we cannot be too sure that something too much of unconscious 
reaction from the crudity of juvenile enthusiasm may not now interfere with 
the impartial temperance of a mature estate. But if there is any real element of 
eternal life, any touch of greatness in the work, no man whose opinion is 
worth the record will fail to recognize that there was more of truth, of justice, 
of sound sense and right instinct, in the enthusiasm that saw no spots on the 
sun than in the criticism which allowed them to obscure it.78 
 
6ZLQEXUQH¶VSUHIDFHGHVFULEHVWKHGLIILFXOW\LQYROYHGLQPDNLQJDVRXQGFULWLFDO
judgement of a well-loved text. Conscious that youthful enthusiasm will unbalance 
his impartial reading, the poet chooses to make a virtue of it, arguing that a great work 
receives a more just appreciation from an enthusiastic reader than from the mature 
critic. Not a disinterested lover of poetry like Arnold, Swinburne outlines a critical 
approach that balances the long gaze of disinterest with the sense and instinct of 
interest. 6ZLQEXUQHWDNHVKLVFXHIURP$XURUD¶VRZQXQGHUVWDQGLQJof poetic practice, 
H[HUWLQJD³GRXEOHYLVLRQ´WKDWVHHV³near things as comprehensively / As if afar they 
took their point of sight, / And distant things as intimately deep / As if they touched 
WKHP´ (V. 185-8).79 Like Swinburne, Aurora (and Barrett Browning with her) seeks a 
mode of perception and composition that reconciles individual impulse and the 
measure of judgement, developing a liberal poetics that negotiates the relationship 
EHWZHHQWKHIUHHVHOIDQGDMXVWVRFLHW\DQGDQWLFLSDWHV0LOO¶VGHVLUHWo strike a balance 
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EHWZHHQWKH³SDUWRIOLIH´ that interests the individual and the part ³ZKLFKFKLHIO\
interests society.´   
6ZLQEXUQH¶VSUHIDFHGHVFULEHVAurora Leigh DV³one of the longest poems in 
WKHZRUOG´80 Like The Excursion, then, Aurora Leigh is a poem of noteworthy length, 
a fact that is registered by the text itself, which is a long poem within an even longer 
one. Aurora describes her own finished manuscript, which she completes half way 
through BarreWW¶VSRHP DV³P\ORQJSRHP´ (V. 1213). It is the result of a lengthy 
composition process: 
    Alas, I still see something to be done, 
 And what I do, falls short of what I see, 
 Though I waste myself on doing. Long green days, 
 Worn bare of grass and sunshine²long calm nights, 
 From which the silken sleeps were fretted out,  
 %HZLWQHVVIRUPHZLWKQRDPDWHXU¶V 
 Irreverent haste and busy idleness 
 ,VHWP\VHOIWRDUW:KDWWKHQ"ZKDW¶VGRQH" 
 :KDW¶VGRQHDWODVW" 
   Behold, at last, a book. (V. 344-52) 
 
Describing the completion of her book, Aurora measures out the long and the short of 
artistic endeavour. The long days and nights spent at work carry a rhythmic weight 
that offers ample compensation for the fallings short that she perceives in her poetry. 
This lengthening rhythm works against the sense of the lines so that the days and 
QLJKWVDSSHDUPRUH³JUHHQ´DQG³FDOP´WKDQWKH\GR³EDUH´RU³IUHWWHG´ betraying the 
SRHW¶VSURIHVVLRQDOFRQILGHQFHLQKHUOHQJWK\SRHWLFZKLFKLVSUHIHUUHGWRWKHKDVWHRI
the amateur. Announcing the book to herself and the reader, Aurora both finishes her 
poem and keeps on writing so that the text overspills itself, its length becoming²to 
use the word Coleridge employed in his critical assessment of The Excursion²
indeterminate. Like the preface to the Excursion, which proclaims the poem to be but 
part of a longer work, Aurora suggests that the long work of poetry is always 
unfinished, provisional, open to negotiation. This account of authorship marks a 
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turning point for Barrett Browning¶VSRHPVHSDUDWLQJ the first four books from the 
liberal drama that brings the long courtship of Aurora and Romney to an end and 
reconciling the claims of interest and disinterest that they embody.81 Like The 
Excursion, then, Aurora Leigh is a liberal work in that it develops via a process of 
formal self-reflection, viewing itself with the measured gaze of interested disinterest. 
Aurora Leigh takes up where The Excursion left off, beginning with a 
graveyard tale: 
  7KHUH¶VDYHUVHKHVHW 
 In Santa Croce to her memory² 
 ³Weep for an infant too young to weep much 
 :KHQGHDWKUHPRYHGWKLVPRWKHU´²stops the mirth  
 ToGD\RQZRPHQ¶VIDFHVZKHQWKH\ZDON 
 With rosy children hanging on their gowns, 
 Under the cloister to escape the sun 
 That scorches in the piazza. (I. 101-8) 
 
This memorial for a dead mother, which, unlike the remote, reticent gravestones of 
The Excursion, is located in a bustling civic space and commands the sympathetic 
SDUWLFLSDWLRQRIWKHORFDOFRPPXQLW\VLJQDOV%DUUHWW¶VSRHWLFUHFRQILJXUDWLRQRIWKH
relationships between individual, text and society. Aurora identifies herself as the 
victim of another maternal tragedy, the first of two that are central to the plot of 
%DUUHWW¶VYHUVH-novel.82 7KHGHDWKRI$XURUD¶VPother and then her father break up the 
IDPLO\XQLWLQWKHVDPHZD\WKDWWKHGHDWKRI(OOHQ¶VFKLOGDQGWKHGHVHUWLRQRI
0DUJDUHW¶VKXVEDQGLQstigates breakdown in the stories told by the Wanderer and the 
Pastor. But, whereas in The Excursion the Wanderer, the Poet and the Pastor use the 
tragedies of Margaret and Ellen as exercises in aesthetic judgement, human sympathy 
and social duty respectively, from the outset of Aurora Leigh Aurora characterizes 
herself as an interested participant in, rather than a disinterested observer of, her 
narrative. Unlike Margaret, Ellen and their children, who are silenced in death, 
Aurora, in spite of her own incOLQDWLRQDQGWKHGLVPDOSUHGLFWLRQVRIKHUDXQW¶V
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friHQGVOLYHVWRWHOOKHUWDOH³,GLGQRWGLH>«@VORZO\E\GHJUHHV,ZRNHURVHXS
«ZKHUHZDV,",QWKHZRUOG)RUXVHVWKHUHIRUH,PXVWFRXQWZRUWKZKLOH´ (I. 564-
6). Her story is not told for the edification RIRWKHUVEXWZULWWHQIRUKHU³EHWWHUVHOI´83 
her identity developed in conscientious relation to the world in which that self is 
found.  
5HSUHVHQWHGIURPWKHRXWVHWDVDQLQWHUHVWHGSDUWLFLSDQWLQKHUVWRU\$XURUD¶V
identity and perspective are pitted against the indifference of the natural world. 
Arriving for the first time in England she registers the new landscape with 
disappointment:  
 :DVWKLVP\IDWKHU¶V(QJODQG" 
>«@ 
  Did Shakespeare and his mates  
Absorb the light here?²not a hill or stone 
With heart to strike a radiant colour up 
Or active outline on the indifferent air (I. 259-269) 
 
(QJODQG¶VODFNRIFRORXUDQGOLQHLVH[SHULHQFHGLQUHODWLRQWR$XURUD¶V Italian 
FKLOGKRRGVRWKDWLWV³LQGLIIHUHQWDLU´ appears peculiarly English. However, by the 
time she returns to Italy, Aurora has developed a new understanding of the natural 
world: 
 And now I come, my Italy, 
0\RZQKLOOV$UH\RX¶ware of me, my hills, 
How I burn toward you? Do you feel tonight 
The urgency and yearning of my soul, 
As sleeping mothers feel their sucking babes  
And smile?²Nay, not so much as when in heat 
Vain lightnings catch at your inviolate tops  
And tremble while ye are steadfast. Still ye go 
Your own determined, calm, indifferent way 
Toward sunrise, shade by shade, and light by light, 
Of all the grand progression nought left out, 
As if God verily made you for yourselves 
And would not interrupt your life with ours. (V.1266-78) 
 
Here, as in earlier books, Aurora views Italy as a surrogate for the mother that lived 
and died there. AVVRRIWHQLQ:RUGVZRUWK¶VSRHWU\ODQGVFDSHLVILJXUHGDVD
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nurturing, semi-conscious female body. John Woolford argues that the feminisation of 
nature in this way constitutes a celebration of femininity that at the same time absorbs 
feminine subjectivity, transforming it into a passive object.84 But Aurora interrupts 
this version of the motherland and replaces it with an image of natural indifference. 
This new, genderless Italy is described in steady iambs that contrast with and are 
oblivious to the disordered, passionate appeal of the preceding lines.85 However, 
Aurora does not regard Italy with the same hostility that characterized her childish 
response to the English landscape: her sanguine attitude towards the place of her birth 
is evidence of a maturing subjectivity. 7KHROGHU$XURUDKDVOHDUQHGWRDFFHSWQDWXUH¶V
indifference towards her and is confident in her own independence from it.   
However, before she reaches the maturity of Book V Aurora experiences 
nature as a Wordsworthian heroine might. Spared from death, she begins life in 
England embowered in a natural setting that threatens or invites a similar kind of 
dissolution: 
I had a little chamber in the house, 
As green as any privet-hedge a bird 
Might choose to build in, though the nest itself  
Could show but dead-brown sticks and straws; the walls 
Were green, the carpet was pure green, the straight 
Small bed was curtained greenly, and the folds 
Hung green about the window which let in 
The outdoor world in all its greenery. (I. 566-73) 
 
$XURUD¶VFKDPEHULVUHPHPEHUHGDVDQXQFRPIRUWDEOHXQLRQRIWKHQDWXUDODQGWKH
domestic.86 Let in, the abundant greenery of nature besets the room on all sides, 
threatening its discrete identity in a way that recalls WKHJUDGXDOUXLQRI0DUJDUHW¶V
FRWWDJH+RZHYHU$XURUD¶VJUHHQURRPUHVLVWVWKHORQJYLHZRILQGLIIHUHQFHWKDW
OHQGVKDUPRQ\WRWKHVFHQHRI0DUJDUHW¶VGHFOLQHDQGLQVWHDGVWULNHs a false note: its 
PRQRWRQRXV³JUHHQ´ sounds hollow and the extended simile, which begins as the 
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SURYHUELDOELUGLQWKHEXVKWDNHVDQXQH[SHFWHGWXUQUHYHDOLQJ$XURUD¶VQHVWWREHD
barren, even a tomb-like space.  
In The Excursion the Wanderer invites the reader to look in on the ruined 
cottage so that the domestic space is framed by its natural surroundings. Aurora 
reverses this perspective and directs our gaze out of the window:  
You could not push your head out and escape 
A dash of dawn-dew from the honeysuckle, 
But so you were baptised into the grace 
And privilege of seeing« 
   First the lime 
(I had enough there, of the lime, be sure² 
My morning dream was often hummed away 
By the bees in it); past the lime, the lawn, 
Which, after sweeping broadly round the house, 
Went trickling through the shrubberies in a stream 
Of tender turf, and wore and lost itself 
Among the acacias, over which you saw 
The irregular line of elms by the deep lane 
Which stopped the grounds and dammed the overflow 
Of arbutus and laurel. Out of sight  
The lane was; sunk so deep, no foreign tramp 
Nor drove of wild ponies out of Wales  
&RXOGJXHVVLIODG\¶VKDOORUWHQDQW¶VORGJH 
Dispensed such odours²though his stick well-crooked 
Might reach the lowest trail of blossoming briar 
Which dipped upon the wall. Behind the elms 
And through their tops, you saw the folded hills 
Striped up and down with hedges (burly oaks 
Projecting from the line to show themselves),  
7KURXJKZKLFKP\FRXVLQ5RPQH\¶VFKLPQH\VPRNHG 
As still as when a silent mouth in frost  
Breathes, showing where the woodlands hid Leigh Hall (I. 574-600) 
The view from the chamber, which is rendered in detail for the reader in three multi-
clausal sentences that draw the eye across line-endings and out beyond the bounds of 
the greenly curtained window, again shows the natural world in tension with the 
human. The cultivated forms of the house and grounds struggle against the free reign 
of nature, which Aurora regards with ambivalence. The scene is introduced via a 
negative construction that appears at first to be end-stopped²³<RXFRXOGQRWSXVK
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\RXUKHDGRXWDQGHVFDSH´² leaving Aurora trapped in her room. But it is nature that 
captivates Aurora and keeps her captive, forcing its benedictions upon her sight. The 
ellipsis that breaks the line works to remove the window frame from view, immersing 
Aurora and the reader in the memory of the scene. The water that sprinkles onto 
$XURUD¶VKHDGin baptism builds into a trickling stream, eventually becoming an 
overwhelming swell of foliage that threatens to overflow the lane that is described as 
DGDPEXWRQHWKDWLV³VXQN>«@GHHS´ so that its efficacy is cast into doubt. The lane 
accommodates passing travellers, but they are cut off from Aurora and she from they. 
Her use of the conditional mood indicates that she cannot see, but only imagine them 
WKHUH$XURUD¶VRQO\VXUHNQRZOHGJHRIKXPDQVRFLHW\LVSURYLGHGE\WKHVPRNHIURP
the chimney of Leigh Hall, a place that appears to have greater command over its 
natural surroundings, situated amongst neatly hedged fields.87   
Like Margaret, the young Aurora is subject to the perils of wandering. She 
seeks escape from the stifling society of her Aunt in illicit early-morning walks: 
Capacity for joy  
Admits temptation. It seemed, next, worthwhile 
To dodge the sharp sword set against my life; 
To slip downstairs through all the sleepy house, 
As mute as any dream there, and escape 
As soul from the body, out of doors, 
Glide through the shrubberies, drop into the lane, 
And wander on the hills an hour or two, 
Then back again before the house should stir. (I.689-97) 
 
$XURUD¶VHVFDSHLnto nature is figured as a near-death experience. Wandering 
outdoors is in once sense a more physical kind of activity than the round of domestic 
duties that fill her days.88 But Aurora experiences her early-morning excursions as a 
kind of GLVHPERGLPHQW*OLGLQJOLNHDGUHDPRUDGLVHPERGLHGVRXO$XURUD¶VJKRVW-
self not only relinquishes her body but also her voice. Although she is temporarily 
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freed from the life to which her female body condemns her, Aurora acknowledges her 
silence to be the cost of this freedom. 
The dangers and pleasures of wandering are experienced more intensely when 
$XURUDVWXPEOHVXSRQKHUIDWKHU¶VOLEUDU\ 
Sublimest danger, over which none weeps, 
When any young wayfaring soul goes forth 
Alone, unconscious of the perilous road, 
The day-sun dazzling in his limpid eyes, 
To thrust his own way, he an alien, through 
 The world of books! (I. 739-45) 
 
Would you leave 
A child to wander in a battle-field 
And push his innocent smile against the guns [?] (I. 773-5) 
 
A solitary reader, without father or aunt to guide her, Aurora commits this alien 
trespass blindly, only appreciating its danger in retrospect. Recalling her haphazard 
literary education, Aurora invokes the sublime, employing what is, for Barrett 
Browning, a singularly Wordsworthian idea to articulate the power of text. Some lines 
earlier Aurora describes with frusWUDWLRQWKHOLPLWDWLRQVRIWKH³OLEHUDOHGXFDWLRQ´ that 
KHUDXQWLPSRVHVRQKHU,DQG\HWWKHFRPSOHWHIUHHGRPWKDWKHUIDWKHU¶VOLEUDU\
affords her is in not necessarily viewed as a preferred alternative. When Aurora 
begins to write, she represents her ill-determined poetic style as a similar kind of 
WUHVSDVV³/LIH¶VYLRlent flood / Abolished bounds²DQGZKLFKP\QHLJKERXU¶VILHOG
/ Which mine, what PDWWHUHG"LWLVWKXVLQ\RXWK´ (I. 960-$XURUD¶VYDULRXV
wanderings have taught her a disregard for property and for the interest of ownership, 
a disregard that she remembers DVDV\PSWRPRID\RXQJSRHW¶VLPPDWXULW\ 
If Aurora understands her poetic identity in terms of a developing resistance to 
the obliterating pull of natural indifference, Romney Leigh, who at first sees Aurora 
as no more or less than an example of her sex, believes that she is too much in thrall 
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to the passions of feminine embodiment. Making his inept marriage proposal to his 
cousin at the beginning of Book II, Romney, speaking of women in general, accuses 
them thus: 
 ³You weep for what you know. A red-haired child 
 Sick in a fever, if you touch him once, 
 Though but so little as with a finger tip, 
 Will set you weeping; but a million sick 
 You could as soon weep for the rule of three 
 Or compound fractions. Therefore, this same world 
 Uncomprehended by you, must remain 
 Uninfluenced by you.²Women as you are, 
 Mere women, personal and passionate, 
 You give us doting mothers, and perfect wives, 
 Sublime Madonnas, and enduring saints! 
 We get no Christ from you²and verily 
 We shall not get a poet, in my mind.´ (II. 212-24) 
 
5RPQH\¶VOHFWXUHUHFDOOVWKHGLIIHUHQWUHVSRQVHVRI3RHWDQG:DQGHUHUWRWKHVWRU\RI
0DUJDUHW,QWKHVDPHZD\WKDWWKH:DQGHUHU¶VVHUHQLW\SURYLGHVDQunspoken critique 
RIWKH3RHW¶VWHDUV5RPQH\XSEUDLGV$XURUDIRUZKDWKHLPDJLQHVZRXOGEHKHU
sympathetic response to individual tragedy. He does so in the belief that this kind of 
personal passion is short-sighted and without use, proposing instead dutiful attention 
WRµ³WKHORQJVXPRILOO´¶ (II. 309) that makes up modern life. An advocate of the long 
YLHZRIVRFLDOMXVWLFH5RPQH\¶VFRQFHUQVDUHGLIIHUHQWIURPWKRVHWKDWRFFXS\WKH
Wanderer. The indifference that he seeks to practice is political rather than divine or 
natural, its outcomes material rather than aesthetic. NeverthHOHVV5RPQH\¶VWLUDGH
DJDLQVWµ³moist eyes / And KXUU\LQJOLSVDQGKHDYLQJKHDUW´¶ (II. 260-1) has aesthetic 
LPSOLFDWLRQV5RPQH\¶VLGHDOSRHWPDOHGLVHPERGLHGDQGQHDU-divine, is a 
Wordsworthian figure; and by paying this back-handed compliment to her poet-hero, 
Barrett Browning makes room for the development of a different kind of poetry that 
reconciles both social and natural indifference with the interest of human sympathy. 
 75 
Romne\¶VDQG$XURUD¶VGLIIHULQJSHUVSHFWLYHVRQWKHTXHVWLRQVRILQWHUHVWDQG
indifference are tested by the story of Marian Erle. The two cousins both participate in 
this second maternal tragedy in ways that test the limits of disinterest. Although 
Marian is not silenced in death like Margaret and Ellen, she is still denied the 
opportunity to tell the reader her tale, which is re-WROGE\$XURUDZLWKWKH³IXOOHU
XWWHUDQFH´ RIKLQGVLJKWDQGKHUSRHW¶VVNLOO,,,+HUQDUUDWLYHLQFRQWUDVWZLWK
the dLVLQWHUHVWHGYRLFHRI:RUGVZRUWK¶V:DQGHUHULVSXQFWXDWHGZLWKH[FODPDWLRQV
and rhetorical appeals that invite a like response from the reader. Breaking off to 
UHPDUN³I telOKHUVWRU\DQGJURZSDVVLRQDWH´ (III. 846), Aurora acknowledges but 
makes no apology for the sympathy that affects her narrative. Her account conforms 
WR5RPQH\¶VJHQHUDOL]ations about the moist eyes hurrying lips of women and yet, in 
so doing, it demands that this poetics of passion be taken seriously so that it becomes 
less easy to dismiss or deride.  
0DULDQ¶VWUDJHG\EHJLQVZLWKDQHJOHFWHGDQGLPSRYHULVKHGFKLOGKRRGWKDWLV
characterizHGE\WKHNLQGRIVKLIWOHVVZDQGHULQJWKDWVLJQDOV0DUJDUHW¶VGRRPLQThe 
Excursion+HUIDWKHU³earned his life by random jobs / Despised by steadier workmen 
>«@$VVLVWLQJWKH:HOVKGURYHUVZKHQDGURYH2IVWDUWOHGKRUVHVSOXQJHGLQWRWKH
mist / Below the mountain road, and sowed the wind /With ZDQGHULQJQHLJKLQJV´ (III. 
858-$XURUD¶VGHVFULSWLRQRI0DULDQ¶VIDWKHUHFKRHVKHUHDUOLHUDFFRXQWRI her 
own adolescent embowermeQWVKHOWHUHGIURPWKHJD]HRI³foreign tramp / Or drove 
of wild ponies out of Wales´ (I. 589-90). 7KLVWUDFHRI$XURUD¶VRZQELRJUDSK\
DSSHDULQJLQKHUYHUVLRQRI0DULDQ¶VOLIHVWRU\LVOLNHWKHSDWWHUQVRILPDJHDQG
metaphoUWKDWGUDZ:RUGVZRUWK¶VH[FXUVLYHWDOHVLQWRUHODWLRQZLWKRQHDQRWKHU89 By 
half-suggesting that she and Marian may have just missed one another as Marian and 
KHUSDUHQWVSDVVHGWKHZDOOVRIKHU$XQW¶VSURSHUW\$XURUD¶VSRHPFUHDWHVDSDWWHUQ
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of interest that would draw the two women together. However, whereas in The 
Excursion it is Wordsworth who forms the different dramatic voices of the poem into 
a mutually interested community, in Aurora Leigh, it is less easy to attribute the 
DXWKRUVKLSRILQWHUHVW7KHSRHPERWK%DUUHWW¶VDQG$XURUD¶VVKRZV$XURUDKHUVHOI
to be skilled in the poetics of interest, constructing an imaginary bond with Marian 
that aims to overcome the fact of the garden wall that prevented their paths from 
crossing.90 
Aurora continues to construct her narrative in ways that resonate with her own 
experience. Marian herself is first described as the child of a pantheistic nature, who, 
running from home,  
 Would find some keyhole toward the secrecy 
 2I+HDYHQ¶VKLJKEOXHDQGQHVWOLQJGRZQSHHURXW 
 >«@ 
 A-hungering outward from the barren earth 
 For something like joy. She liked, she said, 
 To dazzle black her sight against the sky, 
 For then, it seemed, like some grand blind Love came down, 
 And groped her out, and clasped her with a kiss: (III.885-94) 
 
/LNH$XURUD¶VJLUOKRRGVHOI0DULDQ¶VFKLOGKRRGIROORZVa Wordsworthian model. The 
near-annihilation that nature offers her, which PLUURUV$XURUD¶VGLVHPERGLHGKDXQWLQJ
of the fields EH\RQGKHU$XQW¶VSURSHUW\is fraught with the same attractive dangers. 
+HUKXQJHUIRU³VRPHWKLQJOLNHMR\´ describes a desire for heavenly rapture that 
constitutes a kind of death wish, a suicidal impulse that is rehearsed by the infant girl 
DVVKH³GD]]OHVEODFNKHUVLJKW´ deadening her senses in order to release her soul. 
But, like Aurora, Marian lives. Escaping the clutches of her parents and the death that 
she unconsciously desires, Marian is rescued by Romney, who comforts her with the 
SURPLVHRI*RG¶VORYH, H[SHULHQFHGLQOLIHDVZHOODVGHDWKµ³<HWEHWDXJKW+H¶V
better to us than many mothers are, / And children cannot wander beyond reach / Of 
the sweep of his white raiment´¶,,,-6). This rescue, which puts an end to 
 77 
0DULDQ¶VZDQGHULQJIRUDWLPHFUHDWHVDIXUWKHUFRQQHFWLRQEHWZHHQWKHWZRZRPHQ
UHFDOOLQJ$XURUD¶Vown early encounters with her cousin. Like Marian, Aurora 
attributes her VXUYLYDOLQSDUWWR5RPQH\³A little by his aFWSHUKDSV>«@,ZRNH
URVHXS´ (I. 555 and 565)). She emphasizes this similarity by reducing both herself 
DQG0DULDQWRZRUPVXQGHU5RPQH\¶VJD]H 
I was a worm too, and he looked RQPH¶,-55). 
  When he changed 
7R0DULDQVD\LQJ³And you"\RX¶UHJRLQJZKHUH"´² 
She, moveless as a worm beneath a stone 
:KLFKVRPHRQH¶VVWXPEOLQJIRRWKDVVSXUQHGDVLGH 
Writhed suddenly, (III.1179-83)  
  
As worms and as potential wives, Aurora and Marian are brought into further 
relationship with one another via their relationship with Romney, each one narrowly 
avoiding incorporation into the forms and systems of his social engineering in the 
same way that they just barely resist the subliming force of nature.  
+RZHYHU0DULDQ¶VVXEMHFWLYLW\DOVRULVNVIDOOLQJYLFWLPWR$XURUD¶V
V\PSDWKHWLFQDUUDWLYH,QFRUSRUDWHGLQWR$XURUD¶VDXWRELRJUDSKLFDOSRHPZKLFK
VSHDNVDERXWKHUDQGRQKHUEHKDOI0DULDQEHFRPHV$XURUD¶VGRXEOHWKHIRUPDQG
imagery of tKHWH[WLQVLVWLQJRQDOLNHQHVVWKDWZKLOHLWOHQGVSDVVLRQWR$XURUD¶V
DFFRXQWRIWKH\RXQJHUZRPDQ¶VOLIHKD]DUGV0DULDQ¶VDXWRQRP\91 $V0DULDQ¶VWDOH
UHDFKHVLWVFOLPD[LQ5RPQH\¶VSURSRVDORIPDUULDJH$XURUDEUHDNVRII 
 She told the tale with simple, rustic turns² 
 Strong leaps of meaning in her sudden eyes 
 That took the gaps of any imperfect phrase  
 Of the unschooled speaker: I have rather writ 
 The thing I understood so, than the thing  
 I heard so. And I cannot render right 
 Her quick gestLFXODWLRQZLOG\HWVRIW>«@,9-7) 
 
$XURUD¶VUHIHUHQFHWR0DULDQ¶VRZQYRLFHLVWKHVHFRQGRIMXVWWZRPRPHQWVZKHQ
Aurora interrupts herself to draw attention to the textual artifice of her narrative and 
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confess poetic license. The lines draw attentLRQWRWKHLQDGHTXDF\RI0DULDQ¶VRZQ
narrative powers, KHU³LPSHUIHFW´³XQVFKRROHG´ WRQJXHH[FXVLQJ$XURUD¶V
interventLRQ$XURUDFRPSDUHV0DULDQWR³a dumb creature (now / A rustling bird, and 
now DZDQGHULQJGHHU2UVTXLUUHO´ (IV. 159-60), similes that also betray a troubling 
similarity between her narrative and Wordsworthian accounts of natural femininity. In 
extending her sympathy towards Marian, Aurora performs an act of recognition that 
both acknowledges sameness and overrides/overwrites differencHPDNLQJ0DULDQ¶V
identity reducible to the pattern of her own.  
It is only by absenting herself from her marriage to Romney and from the 
SRHPWKDW0DULDQLVDEOHWRDVVHUWKHUVHOIDJDLQVW5RPQH\¶VVXEOLPLQJLQGLIIHUHQFH
DQG$XURUD¶VVXEVXPLQJLQWHUHVW0DULDQ¶VGLVDSSHDUDQFHWKURZVERWKWKHQDUUDWLYH
and its protagonists into crisis introducing a variety of voices and perspectives that 
compromisH$XURUD¶VDXWKRULW\At first it LVQRW0DULDQ¶VYRLFHbut the voices of the 
congregation aZDLWLQJWKHPDUULDJHFHUHPRQ\³DULSSOHRIZRPHQ¶VWDON>«@TXLWH
as audible /As loudeUSKUDVHVWKURZQRXWE\WKHPHQ´ (IV.610-13), that take 
possession of the narrative as it gradually becomes clear that the bride is not going to 
materialize. This gossipy democracy suffers only brief interventions from Aurora, 
who leaves the reader to piece the story together from the different snatches of 
dialogue. LikeZLVH0DULDQ¶VOHWWHUWR5RPQH\ZKLFKDUULYHVLQKHUSODFHGRHVQRW
tell the whole story of her disappearance; it is a textual intervention that renders her 
indecipheUDEOHWRWKH/HLJKFRXVLQVZKR³For days, her touching, foolish lines / We 
mused on with FRQMHFWXUDOIDQWDV\´ (IV. 988). Marian speaks for herself in ways that 
UHQGHUKHUDGLVUXSWLYHEODQNZLWKLQ$XURUD¶VQDUUDWLYHHYDGLQJKHUV\PSDWK\DQG
insisting on an interpretive gap that separates them. 
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0DULDQ¶VGHSDUWXUHSURPSWVWKHGHEDWHRYHUSRHWLc genre that constitutes Book 
V of Aurora Leigh. The object of her tale having removed herself, Aurora is left with 
the tale alone, which in turn EHFRPHVWKHREMHFWRIKHUVFUXWLQ\$XURUD¶VGHIHQFHRI
modern poetics, which rejects the ballad and the pastoral in favour of the epic returns 
again to Wordsworth, whose prefatory essay to Poems (1815), published, in part, as 
supplement to The Excursion¶VEULHISUHIDFHVHSDUDWHGSRHWU\LQWRGLIIHUHQWFODVVHV
the narrative, the dramatic and the lyric. According WR:RUGVZRUWK¶VSUHIDFHWKHHSLF
along wiWKLWVPRGHUQLQFDUQDWLRQWKH³PHWULFDOQRYHO´ is a kind of narrative poetry, 
its defining characteristic being that: ³the Narrator, however liberally his speaking 
agents be introduced, is himself the source from which everything primarily flows´92 
,Q:RUGVZRUWKLDQWHUPV$XURUD¶VFKRLFHRIJHQUHQRWRQO\PDNHVDVWURQJFODLPIRU
poetry as a significant record of the modern age, but also reasserts the power of the 
poet, as the single organizing vision and voice of the text.93  
However, although Aurora determines to write epics, of the different genres 
that Aurora debates in Book V, it is the drama that holds her attention the longest. 
$FFRUGLQJWR:RUGVZRUWK¶VHVVD\WKHGUDPDDQGWKHHSLFDUHRSSRVLWHV:KHUHDVHSLF
poetry is controlled by the narratoU¶VSHUVSHFWLYHLQWKHGUDPD³the Poet does not 
appear at aOOLQKLVRZQSHUVRQDQG>«@ the whole action is carried on by speech and 
dialogue of the agents´94 Aurora appears to reject playwriting for herself on the 
grounds that it relies too heavily on the taste of the audience: 
  I will write no plays; 
 Because the drama, less sublime in this, 
 Makes low appeals, submits more menially, 
 Adopts the standard of the public taste 
 To chalk its height on, (V.267-71) 
 
$XURUD¶VSHUVSHctive differs from WordswoUWK¶V but both are concerned with the 
drama as a democratic form. For Wordsworth, its democracy lies in the multiple 
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voices that make up the text. For Aurora its integrity is put at risk because it is at the 
mercy of the voice of the people. Deploring the state of modern theatre, she 
nevertheless maLQWDLQVWKDWLWLVLQ³'UDPD¶VWKURQH-URRP´WKDW³WKHUXOHUVRIRXUDUW´ 
reside (V.105-6). The great dramatists, she argues: 
 >«@ from WKHLPDJLQDWLRQ¶VFUXFLDOKHDW 
 Catch up their men and women all a-flame 
 For action, all alive and forced to prove 
 Their life by living out heart, brain, and nerve, 
 8QWLOPDQNLQGPDNHVZLWQHVV³These be men 
 $VZHDUH´ (V. 310-15) 
 
$XURUD¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIGUDPDLQLWVLGHDOIRUPVWLOOUHVWVRQWKHUHODWLRQVKLS
between text and audience. Rather than stooping to appeal to a debased public taste, 
the best drama raises its audience to meet its characters in recognition of kinship. 
Concluding, she suggests that the solution to the problem of modern drama is to have 
done with performance anG³take for a ZRUWKLHUVWDJHWKHVRXOLWVHOI´ (V. 340). In so 
doing she makes the materials of drama available for poetry. Her description of a 
drama without the material trappings of theatre may have the closet productions of 
Lord Byron and Joanna Baillie in mind, but it can also be brought to bear on her own 
work, suggesting, as Wordsworth does of The Excursion, that it might contain 
something of the dramatic.95  
In the same way that The Excursion resolves in dialogic exchange, the second 
half of Aurora Leigh gradually abandons the narrative mode for the dramatic, 
concluding with a marriage that is represented as the balancing of voices in measured 
FRQYHUVDWLRQ7KLVIRUPDOVKLIWLVVHWLQPRWLRQE\$XURUD¶VFRPSOHWLRQRIKHUERRN
which she leaves with her publisher in England before setting off for Italy. The 
relationship between this published work and the text of Aurora Leigh is complex: it 
may or may not be the same as the first five books of the poem we have in front of 
us.96 Either way, AXURUD¶VERRNFDQQRWLQFOXGH%RRNV9,-,;RI%DUUHWW¶VSRHP$V
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Aurora travels through Europe, meeting Marian and her child and then encountering 
5RPQH\RQFHPRUH$XURUD¶VERRNLVLQYROYHGLQDSORWRILWVRZQWKDWHYHQWXDOO\
coincides with the plot of Aurora Leigh when Romney reads it and is thereby moved 
to seek Aurora out: 
 He turned his face upon me with its smile 
 $VLIWRFUXVKPH³I have read your book,  
 $XURUD´ 
  ³<RXKDYHUHDGLW´ I replied, 
 ³$QG,KDYHZULWLW²we have done with it. 
 And now thHUHVW"´ 
   ³7KHUHVWLVOLNHWKHILUVW´ 
 He answered²³for the book is in my heart, 
 Lives in me, wakes in me, and dreams in me: 
 My daily bread tastes of it²and my wine 
 Which has no smack of it, I pour it out, 
 ,WVHHPVXQQDWXUDOGULQNLQJ´ (VIII. 260-9) 
 
This exchange between Romney and Aurora mirrors the scene in Book II in which 
5RPQH\ILQGVDQRWKHUERRNRI$XURUD¶VSRHPVEXWGRHVQRWUHDGLW,QWKDWHDUOLHU
scene, his marriage proposal fails. Now, as a reader of poetry, Romney is recast as a 
successful suitor. By achieving their reunion and the resolution of the story the book 
makes a strong claim for the power and relevance of epic narrative. As strong as this 
claim is, however, it is rivalled by the one made by the drama of $XURUD/HLJK¶Vfinal 
books in which the voice of the poet is met and matched by those of Romney and 
Marian. The DFFRXQWRI$XURUD¶VILUVWUHXQLRQZLWK5RPQH\VHWVWKHSDWWHUQIRU%RRNV
;,,,DQG,;7KHYRLFHRI$XURUD¶VQDUUDWRULVDOOEXWUHSODFHGE\WKHVHSDUDWHYRLFHV
of Romney and Aurora, which constitute the unified form and content of the blank 
verse, as lines, ideas and images are taken up by one and completed by the other. 
$XURUD¶VERRNWKHREMHFWRIWKLVFRQYHUVDWLRQLVWKHUHE\UHQGHUHGPXWHHYHQDV
Romney describes its significance, revised into a mutually interested dialogue of, to 
UHWXUQWR0LOO³FRQIOLFWLQJGRFWULQHV´ZKLFK³instead of being one true and the other 
falseVKDUHWKHWUXWKEHWZHHQWKHP´  
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Conclusion  
 
Barrett Browning¶VILQLVKHGERRNOLNH$XURUD¶Vfinds its way into the hands 
of her cousin: 
7KHZRUGV³FRXVLQ´DQG³IULHQG´DUHFRQVWDQWO\UHFXUULQJLQWKHSRHPWKHODVW
pages of which have been finished under the hospitality of your roof, my own 
dearest cousin and friend²cousin and friend, in a sense of less equality and 
JUHDWHUGLVLQWHUHVWHGQHVVWKDQ5RPQH\¶V 
Ending, therefore, and preparing once more to quit England, I venture 
WROHDYHLQ\RXUKDQGVWKLVERRN>«@WKDWDVWKURXJKP\YDULRXVHIIRUWVLQ
literature and steps in life, you have believed in me, borne with me, and been 
generous to me, far beyond the uses of mere relationship or sympathy of mind, 
so you might kindly accept, in sight of the public, this poor sign of esteem, 
JUDWLWXGHDQGDIIHFWLRQ³'HGLFDWLRQ´) 
 
%DUUHWW%URZQLQJ¶Vdedication, made to John Kenyon²the man who, as well as being 
responsible for introducing Barrett to Robert Browning, also arranged a meeting 
between Barrett and Wordsworth²expresses the thanks of a grateful guest to her 
accommodating host, who has provided hospitality without requiring anything in 
UHWXUQ.HQ\RQ¶V³GLVLQWHUHVWHGQHVV´ made manifest in the free gift of his hospitality, 
ZKLFKKDVH[WHQGHG³far beyond the common uses of mere relationship or sympathy 
RIPLQG´ is not described using the same high register that Barrett affords the 
Wordsworthian sublime; but it is associated with the same kind of detachment from 
WKH³FRPPRQ´DVLQERWK³UXQ-of-the-PLOO´DQG³VKDUHG´) stuff of social life so that 
his relationship with his cousin seems to exist outwith the ties of kinship or even 
human sympathy. Despite this gracious acknowledgement of disinterested hospitality, 
Barrett Browning UHSD\V.HQ\RQ¶VGLVLQWHUHVWHGJHQHURVLW\LQDZD\WKDWLQVLVWVXSRQ
the kind of social obligation from which he stands aloof: the poem is given to Kenyon 
in the sight of the public DVDPDWHULDO³VLJQ´ that creates and marks a social, familial 
bond. The dedication is therefore a wholly appropriate preface to Aurora Leigh, a 
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poem that reconciles disinterest to interest. The long courtship of Aurora and Romney 
that the poem documents settles the claims of natural freedom and social obligation. 
At the end of the poem, matrimonial law replaces natural law: a social form founded 
RQPXWXDOLQWHUHVWUHSODFHVWKHLQGLIIHUHQFHRIWKHQDWXUDOVXEOLPH$XURUD¶VSURJUHVV
from dispossessed wanderer to married woman is a mirror image of the lives of 
Margaret, Ellen and The Solitary described in The Excursion; and Barrett Browning¶V
UHYHUVDORI:RUGVZRUWK¶VLQWHUFRQQHFWHGQDUUDWLYHVFRQVWLWXWHVWKH\RXQJHUSRHW¶V
most sustained response to her poetic forbear. By sublimating The Excursion¶V
dramatic critique of natural indifference and its drive towards community, and by 
characterizing Wordsworth, against the grain, as sublime prophet and failed dramatist, 
Barrett Browning lays the foundations on which she builds the liberal edifice of her 
own long poem. She achieves this via a process of self-reflection, learned from 
Locke, that is as much to do with literary form as it is with individual self-hood. It is a 
process that allows Aurora Leigh and Aurora Leigh to come into their own 
simultaneously. Just as Aurora, poet and wife, will work towards the quickening of a 
QHZZRUOGWKDW³µVKDOOJURZVSRQWDQHRXVO\1HZFKXUFKHVQHZHFRQRPLHVQHZ
ODZV$GPLWWLQJIUHHGRP¶´,;-7), Aurora Leigh¶VH[SHULPHQWDOIRUPZKLFK
incorporates epic, novel and, I have suggested, drama, performs a teleological 
progress that incorporates itself into and promises radically to transform the material 
stuff and structures of social life. The chapters that follow explore the way nineteenth-
century poetry responds to and acts within some of these structures.  
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77 Lana L. Dalley is another critic to have considered Aurora Leigh as a liberal ǤǡǮǲǲǳǯǣǡ
Gender and the Heritage of Aurora LeighǯǡVictorian Poetry 44.4 (Winter 2006): 
525-542, ǯǡǯ
political economy. My own reading is less concerned with the economics of 
gender (which I address in Chapter 3), and focuses instead on Barrett ǯǤ 
 
78 ǡǲǡǳ in Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Aurora 
Leigh (London: Smith Elder and Co, 1898), vi. 
 
79 Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Aurora Leigh, in Donaldson et al. (ed.), The Works 
of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, vol. 3. All further quotations from this poem will 
be taken from this edition. 
 
80 ǡǲǡǳǤ 
 
81 ǡǯcontinual, self-reflexive development ǯ
professional development. Alison Case provides one such account, arguing that ǡǲǯ-assured as it can ǳ
of the poem turns towards the separate matter of her emotional engagement ȋǡǲ
Aurora LeighǡǳVictorian Poetry 29.1 
(1991): 25).  
 
82 ǯǡr father, ǡǡǲAurora Leigh Barrett browning builds 
her hopeful political message of independence and equality for women upon a ǳȋǡElizabeth Barrett Browning, 116). 
 
83 ǯs determination to use autobiography as a means to self-improvement ǯǡǡǡǯ-reflection as the key to 
development. 
 
84 ǡǲǡǳ 57-8. 
 
85 ǯǯǲ
nature that corresponds to her deepest experience and inspires some of her 
richest poetry represents female self-sufficiency rather than maternal generosity 
ǳȋǡElizabeth Barrett Browning: The 
Origins of a New Poetry (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1989),  ? ? ?ȌǤǯ in that, whereas Mermin ǲ-ǳǡǯ-sufficiency means that Aurora must learn to look elsewhere for 
role-models. 
 92 
                                                                                                                                                              
 
86 Harry W. McCraw takes a different view of this passage, ǯǲǡǳ	ǯȋǡǮǲǳǣǤǤǯAurora Leigh and 
JaǯǯMansfield ParkǯǡStudies in Browning and His Circle 19 (1993): 28. 
Likewise 

ǲǡǳǡ
Simone de Beauvoir to Emily Dickinson, which are represented as the birthplace 
of feminine creativity. Gilbert and Gubar also observe that the woman poet 
frequently has to renounce this paradise in order to gain maturity (The 
Madwoman in the Attic (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), 643-5). I 
suggest that, in the case of Aurora, the bower that she renounces is represented 
as a false paradise that is not so much lost as escaped from.  
 
87 ǯǡ
smoke that rises from the chimney of Leigh Hall suggests a second 
Wordsworthian intertext: 
   These plots of cottage-ground, these orchard-tufts,  
Which, at this season, with their unripe fruits,  
Among the woods and copses lose themselves,  
  Nor, with their green and simple hue, disturb  
The wild green landscape. Once again I see  
These hedge-rows, hardly hedge-rows, little lines  
Of sportive wood run wild; these pastoral farms,  
Green to the very door; and wreathes of smoke  
Sent up, in silence, from among the trees,  
With some uncertain notice, as might seem,  
Of vagrant dwellers in the houseless woods,  ǯǡ  Ǥȋǲ	ǡǳ ?-21) 
Tintern Abbey, viewed at the double remove of distance and memory draws ǯ-sighted perspective as she looks out from within the 
scene she describes. Absorbed in the landscape, Aurora has more in common ǲǡǳthe 
landscape of his youth and whose unreflective response to nature lacks the 
measured recollection of his own mature poetic gaze. Like the young Aurora, 
Dorothy is an apprentice poet who requires a guide through the world of books. 
However, it is WordswoǯǢ
blessing asserts control over the course of her development. By contrast the ǯǡ
for reflection and reply that is seldom affordeǯǤ 
   
88 Anne D. Wallace, who also carries out a comparative reading of Aurora Leigh 
and The Excursion ǯǡǲǯ-
consciousness, and particularly her identity as a poet, as an increasing ability to 
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ǡǮǲ 	ǯǣǡ
Walking and Poetic Labor in Aurora LeighǡǳEnglish Literary History 64.1 (1997): 
233). 
 
89 ǯThe Excursion, when she ǲǯǡǳrary education by giving ǲǡȀǯǡǡǯǳȋǤ ? ? ?-5). 
 
90 It is worth pointing out that Barrett Browning signals at least partial 
complicity in the construction of mutually interested narratives in the names 
that she gives her protagonists: Romney Leigh, Aurora Leigh (called Aurora Vain 
in an earlier draft) and Marion Erle all sound like jumbled versions of one 
another, putting their independent identities at risk. Barrett Browning shows 
herself to be fond of this kind of name-ǯǣǮǲ	ǡǤȄȀǤǯǯǳȋǤ ? ? ?-6). 
 
91 Barbara Charlesworth Gelpi also asserts the significance of the images Aurora ǡǡǲ
through the plot, the images ǤǳȋǲAurora Leigh: 
The Vocation of a Woman Poet,ǳVictorian Poetry 19.1 (1981): 36). 
 
92 ǡǲǡǡǳǤȋǤȌǡ
Shorter Poems 1807-1820 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989), 654.  
 
93 Barrett Browning also describes her verse-novel in terms that accord with ǯǡǲ
conceive of it, ǳȋȋǤȌǡǯ
Correspondence, vol. 10, 103). The best discussion of Aurora Leigh as verse-novel ǡǲ
nder and Genre in Aurora LeighǡǳVictorian Newsletter 69 
(Spring 1986): 7-12. 
 
94 Wordsworth, ǲǡǳ ? ? ?Ǥ 
  
95 Other critics to have considered the dramatic aspects of Aurora Leigh include 
Charles LaPorte, who traces the influence of A Life Drama by spasmodic poet, ȋ ? ? ? ?Ȍǯ
to the dramatic experiments carried out in her juvenile poems, The Seraphim  
(1838) and A Drama of Exile (1835- ?ȌȋǲAurora Leigh, A Life Drama and Victorian ǡǳStudies in English Literature 1500-1900 53.4 (2013): 829-
51). 
 
96 Margaret Reynolds offers a convincing account of the first five books of the ǡǲAurora Leighǣǡǳ
Browning Society Notes 17.1-3 (1987-8): 5-10. 
